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ABSTRACT 
 
This study explored participants’ experience of being suspended out of 
school by conducting in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 19 previously 
suspended students in a charter public school setting in Boston, MA. The study 
followed a transcendental phenomenological method (Moustakas, 1994) 
unshaped by theoretical predictions to examine the interviews, with added 
attention to the precipitating factors and relationships students described around 
the experience. Descriptive demographic data regarding student race, gender, 
grade-level, and number of suspensions was used to help contextualize the 
student suspension experience.  
 Four core themes were constructed from the analysis of participant 
interviews: (1) A perceived connectedness to adults makes a meaningful 
difference in student relational strength, (2) Equity matters, (3) There are 
contextual consequences, and (4) Signs of self-awareness, reflection, and 
growth (Changes over time) were prevalent. 
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Chapter One:  Introduction 
Statement and Importance of the Problem 
Suspensions, especially out of school, present serious impediments to 
learning, and empirical evidence reveals that repeat offenders have a 
significantly higher risk for dropping out of school, lower academic achievement, 
experience of poorer school climate, and contact with the juvenile justice system 
(Delisio, 2007; MacMillan and Hagan, 2004; Peterson, 2005; Skiba & Rausch, 
2006).  Furthermore, over the past two decades out-of-school suspensions 
(hereafter, OSS) have steadily increased despite data that show that school 
violence and student fear of violence declined (Robers, Kemp, & Truman, 2013). 
The National Center for Education and Statistics (2013) reports that between 
1995 and 2011, the percentage of students who reported being afraid of attack or 
harm at school decreased from 12 to 4 percent (p. 12). Some common 
infractions for which students are suspended include: having illegal substances, 
violence (e.g. fighting), threatening, truancy, defiance, and insubordination. 
Despite school reform efforts over the past few decades, a discipline gap still 
exists and overrepresentation of minority groups and males remains significant 
(American Psychological Association, 2008; Skiba, 2008; U.S. Department of 
Education, Office for Civil Rights, 2014). Moreover, there is an inequity of 
suspension distribution where minority and students with disabilities receive more 
sanctions than their peers for the same behavior (APA, 2008). Whether minority 
groups are disproportionately overrepresented or not, the impact of repeated 
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school exclusion, partly a result of OSS, is far-reaching in negative ways for 
adolescents. 
“Zero tolerance” is a policy mandate that is enacted in schools through 
their discipline policies by assigning an increasing number of out-of-school 
suspensions to students for a variety of behaviors—some by law—illegal 
substances, violence, criminal activity (Robers et al., 2013), others dictated by 
school or district-designed policy (fighting, horseplay, truancy).  As a result, the 
trajectory of student suspensions has steadfastly increased, topping 3 million out-
of-school suspensions in grades K-12 during the 2009-10 academic year (NCES, 
2012).  Suspension as used in this study refers to an out-of-school suspension, 
during which a student is excluded from school for disciplinary reasons for one 
school day or longer; it does not include students who served their suspension in 
the school (NCES, 1998; Planty et al., 2009; Rennie Center, 2010). Expulsion is 
defined as the exclusion of a student from school for disciplinary reasons that 
results in the student’s removal from school attendance rolls or that meets the 
criteria for expulsion as defined by the appropriate state or local school authority 
(Planty et al., 2009, p. 70).   
The consistent documentation of disproportionality of race, gender, 
disability status, and socioeconomic status (SES) represented in suspension 
data surfaces as a common concern in schools (USDOE, OCR, 2014). For 
example, male students (particularly African American1), students of color in 
                                                
1 African American students and black students will be used interchangeably as 
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general, and students with disabilities comprise a disproportionate number of 
suspensions nationwide (Massachusetts Appleseed Center for Law and Justice, 
2009; Rennie Center, 2010; Skiba, 2008; Skiba & Noam, 2002; USDOE, OCR, 
2014).  Skiba (2008) states that while students with disabilities comprise 11-14 
percent of the population they account for approximately 20-24 percent of 
suspensions issued.  Students with disabilities served by IDEA2 are more than 
twice as likely to receive one or more out-of- school suspensions as students 
without disabilities (USDOE, OCR, 2014). Further, in a recent comprehensive 
look at the Office of Civil Rights’ data (2014), federal data from the 2011 – 2012 
school year indicate that African American students are suspended at a rate 
three times greater than White students. On average, 4.6 percent of White 
students are suspended, compared to 16.4 percent of African American students. 
African American boys and girls have higher suspension rates than any of their 
peers. Twenty percent of African American boys and more than 12 percent of 
African American girls received an out-of-school suspension during the 2011 - 
2012 school year (USDOE, OCR, 2014). Additionally, the New York Civil 
Liberties Union (2011) report revealed that African American students served 
longer suspensions and were more likely to be suspended for subjective 
misconduct, which fuels fundamental concerns over institutional inequity.  
                                                                                                                                            
researchers cited in this proposal vary in their use of each descriptor. 
2 NOTE: Data reflect 99% of Civil Rights Data Collection schools, including 43.5 
million students without disabilities and 6 million students with disabilities (USDOE, OCR, 
2014).  
3 All results are significant at the p < .001 level. The overall poverty rate variable 
(using free and reduced lunch enrollment numbers) was -.233. Disaggregated data was -
.453 at the elementary level and -.211 at the secondary level. 
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Additionally, the inequity of the punishment for African American and 
Latino students compared to their White peers is evident in that they receive 
expulsion or out-of-school suspension as consequences for the same or similar 
problem behavior as White students who are not suspended (NYCLU, 2011; 
Skiba et al., 2011). This gap in the way discipline and behavior are addressed 
exacerbates the achievement gap for affected individuals (Boston Indicators 
Project, 2008; Skiba, 2000, 2008; Skiba & Noam, 2002; Skiba, Rausch, & Ritter, 
2004).  In a comprehensive study, Skiba et al. (2011) noted that the “results 
suggest that both differential selection at the classroom level and differential 
processing at the administrative level make significant contributions to the 
disproportionate representation of African American and Latino students in 
school discipline” (Discussion section, para 9). This corroborates the years of 
documented racial and socioeconomic disparities in the use of out-of-school 
suspension (Skiba et al., 2011) and raises ethical concerns over staff discretion 
contributing to these discipline inequities.  
Losen and Skiba (2010; 2014) cite the Skiba et al. (2002) review of racial 
and gender disparities in school punishments in an urban setting, which found 
that compared to African American students, White students were referred to the 
office significantly more frequently for offenses that appear more capable of 
objective documentation (smoking, vandalism, leaving without permission, and 
obscene language). African-American students, however, were referred more 
often for disrespect, excessive noise, threat, and loitering - behaviors that would 
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seem to require more subjective judgment on the part of the referring agent (pp. 
10-11). These non-safety threatening behaviors comprise the bulk of infractions 
where racial differences are documented (Losen & Skiba, 2010). To assess the 
degree to which discrimination is a factor between African American and White 
student suspension rates, one must consider the role poverty and different rates 
of misbehavior have on these rates. In a study of schools across the state of 
Indiana, Skiba and Rausch (2004) used a linear multiple regression equation 
designed to tease out demographic factors that may influence OSS and 
academic achievement, by using state assessments as the dependent variable, 
and poverty and percent of African American students as predictor variables. 
Results revealed a statistically significant3 relationship between race and 
achievement outcomes even after controlling for poverty. The study 
demonstrated that higher school rates of OSS are associated with lower 
academic achievement, regardless of the demographic or racial makeup of the 
school. More research around the actual rate of serious disciplinary 
transgressions among different races is needed before determining that racial 
bias is as prevalent as some researchers assert.  
Skiba’s and Williams’ (2014) literature review of racial differences in 
behavior posits four factors that have a relationship to rates of racial disparity in 
school discipline: 
                                                
3 All results are significant at the p < .001 level. The overall poverty rate variable 
(using free and reduced lunch enrollment numbers) was -.233. Disaggregated data was -
.453 at the elementary level and -.211 at the secondary level. 
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§ The correlation between student behavior problems and academic 
underachievement (Lopes, 2005). 
§ Representation of faculty and students whereby a more diverse 
faculty exhibits lower rates of racial disparity (McLoughlin & 
Noltemeyer, 2010); schools with a higher Black student enrollment 
have higher rates of zero tolerance practices (Welch & Payne, 
2010).  
§ The contribution of classroom and office processes including 
teacher referrals and classroom management (Gregory & 
Weinstein, 2008), and consequences issued by administrators 
(Skiba et al. (2011).  
§ Positive school climate is associated with lower rates of student 
misconduct and discipline (Welsh, 2003).  
For schools and policymakers to effectively address school discipline and 
suspension, they need an accurate understanding of the extent, nature, and 
context of the problem. It is difficult to gauge the significance of out-of-school 
suspension from quantitative data alone. The affected students’ voices of 
experience need to be carefully studied and considered for possible use in the 
development of preventative discipline policies and practices, and to ensure 
equal access to education for all students. It’s in the public’s interest to provide a 
free and appropriate public education to all students, even those whose behavior 
is inappropriate.  It is crucial to understand the direct impact that exclusion 
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(through OSS) has on students. The students in this study may provide input for 
use in designing more successful forms of intervention.  
While searching for research to balance the arguments addressing zero 
tolerance and out-of-school suspension, a larger proportion of authors 
philosophically opposed strict zero tolerance school discipline policies yet, in 
practice and contrastingly, educational deprivation sanctions such as out-of-
school suspensions are increasingly used (USDOE, OCR, 2014). Safe schools 
and a disciplined student body matter.  School administrators are charged with 
ensuring school safety and affording access to a quality education for all 
students.  This ideology is reflected in schools’ published discipline policies and 
practices and is based on their belief systems and values.   
Tap the student voice to contribute to the gap. 
As illustrated by federal and Massachusetts state data, a gap exists 
between what research shows about zero tolerance and what most schools 
practice. The Massachusetts Appleseed Center for Law and Justice (2012) 
reported that during the 2009 – 2010 school year, there were 11,373 middle 
school students excluded from school in Massachusetts and suspensions 
peaked at Grade 9 affecting 6,153 students. It is likely that these data are lower 
than the reality since schools inconsistently report the total number of actual 
suspensions, and many of these students have experienced more than one 
suspension. Additional school safety and discipline data from the 2009 – 2010 
school year reveal that in Massachusetts, “of the 60,610 incidents resulting in 
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school exclusion, more than one-half (52 percent, or more than 31,000) were for 
non-violent, non-serious “unassigned” offenses.” Students missed a total of 
199,056 days of school, the equivalent of 1,105 years of school” (Appleseed Fact 
Sheet, 2012).   
Noguera (2007) presented findings from a study of 150, tenth-grade 
students attending ten Boston public high schools, using data obtained from 
surveys and interviews with the students to illuminate how student perspectives 
on their school experiences can be used to strengthen reform efforts (not 
specifically around suspension). Noguera’s (2007) goal was to demonstrate “that 
the solutions to some of the problems confronting our nation’s high schools may 
not be as out of reach as they have seemed, particularly if we have the wisdom 
and courage to listen to those who bear the brunt of our schools’ failures” (p. 
206). The themes that emerged from the students in his study included: (1) good 
relationships between students/teachers matter, (2) high stakes testing is a 
limited measure of preparing for success in life, (3) discipline and school safety 
were perceived positively at small (94%) v. large urban schools (46%), and (4) 
having articulated goals helps motivation in school. Noguera’s research suggests 
that the size of the Boston charter school selected for this proposed study 
(approximately 290 students), may influence the findings toward a more positive 
perception of discipline and school safety. Contrastingly, this phenomenon-rich 
school has annually been among the top three of the highest rate of suspension 
schools in Massachusetts, and is located in a high crime area of the city, which 
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may bode for a negative perception of both. 
Skiba and Peterson (2000) note that a gap between research and practice 
“appears to be especially acute in the areas of school discipline and behavior, 
leaving schools with insufficient resources to cope with current serious problems 
of disruption and violence” (p. 336).  Nationally, coinciding with the increased use 
of zero tolerance school discipline policies, racial disparities in school suspension 
increased (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2012). The research that 
does exist, focuses on the quantitative frequency of suspensions and the 
disproportionality or overrepresentation of minority groups. Research that 
captures the lived experience is missing. An integral component to help close 
that gap is tapping into the suspended students’ voices through qualitative 
inquiry. The authentic voice of those who are the recipients of suspensions and 
exclusion (the affected students) may provide substantive data relevant for 
current policy debates on the effectiveness of zero tolerance, particularly for 
infractions of a minor nature; minor defined as non-serious offenses (not 
involving violence, criminal activity, or illegal substances).  
This research study explored the emergent issues, as reflected through 
the perceived experience of affected students, related to out-of-school 
suspension after nearly 20 years of zero tolerance4 policy in schools. By 
                                                
4 “The popularization of zero tolerance policies originated with the 1994 enactment of 
the Gun-Free Schools Act, which established a one-year suspension for any student who 
brought a gun to school (although it did permit schools to waive the suspension mandate in 
certain circumstances). Over time, the zero tolerance philosophy has trickled down to nearly 
every school district in America, and almost every infraction. The Gun-Free Schools Act of 
1994, Pub. L. 103-227 (1994); 20 USC §7151(b)(1) (2002)” (NYCLU, 2011, p. 7). 
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interviewing 19 high school students around their OSS experience while 
attending a Boston charter public high school, themes emerged from their 
narratives, which may be helpful in future discussion around prevention and 
intervention strategies in school climate and discipline. In the U.S., a number of 
recent policy changes have begun to shift disciplinary choices and suspension 
policies (Hoffman, 2014), yet OSS remains a common practice, especially in 
secondary schools. 
In an effort to contribute to the ongoing discourse of discipline practices 
and school suspension, the researcher examined the central phenomenon of the 
experience of OSS from the students themselves. Using a phenomenological 
research design of multiple non-directive student interviews (unshaped by 
theoretical predictions), the research strategy included methodical descriptive 
analysis to illustrate the phenomena, including analysis of archival records to 
increase the researcher’s understanding of contextual conditions relevant to the 
study. Patton (2002) describes applied research such as “enabling people to 
understand the nature of a problem in order to intervene” (p.217); in this case, 
learning more about individuals’ perceived suspension experiences. The basic 
assumption of applied research is that “human and societal problems can be 
understood and solved with knowledge” (Patton, 2002, p. 224).  
1.2 Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this phenomenological investigation is to describe the 
memories of the lived experience and essence of meaning for high school 
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students who experienced one or more out-of-school suspensions (OSS) at a 
charter school in Boston, MA. Data from the selected charter school comprises 
the data set for this study because this school is a bellwether that reflects among 
the highest OSS trends in the state of Massachusetts. The intent was to generate 
insight into contemporary perceptions of the adolescent OSS experience, which 
might be used to: (1) inform school discipline policy and decision-making, (2) 
improve existing protocols and practices, (3) evaluate intended and unintended 
outcomes, and (4) provide implications for further research on intervention or 
prevention.  
This study extends our understanding about the utility of out-of-school 
suspension as a predominant educational practice from the perspective of the 
affected students. Both equity and access are dual themes in the research 
whereby the equity of implementation in practice of zero tolerance suspension 
policy, and access to a student’s civil right for a free and appropriate education, 
are being considered.  Rich contextual issues from the perspective of the 
adolescents lend explicit detail to the full suspension experience, from infraction 
to ramifications, illustrating the reality of enacting this school discipline policy. 
Skiba et al. (2011) described the gaps in knowledge even with comprehensive, 
empirical investigations of school disciplinary processes, noting that there is “little 
detail concerning the initial offense that led to referral; or to analyze local school 
or district databases of ODRs that provide a richer picture of student infractions, 
but may or may not be generalizable to other locations.” 
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1.3 Research Questions 
The following five general research questions guided this study to answer 
the broad question, How do adolescents in an urban setting understand their 
experience with out-of-school suspension?   
1. What are students’ perceptions of their experience of being suspended 
from school and how do they make meaning of it? 
2. What factors or circumstances precipitated the OSS?  
3. What are students’ perceptions of their relationships at home and at 
school as they relate to their suspension experience?    
4. What would students change about school discipline to help themselves, 
or other students, in the future?  
5. What are the consequences of being suspended? 
Goals of the study. 
a. Describe the meaning and essence of the lived experience of being 
suspended from school from high school 9th and 10th grade students 
who are impacted. 
b. Document the voices of students’ experiences and how they make 
sense of it (i.e., how they perceive it, describe it, feel about it, judge it, 
and talk about it with others). 
c. Provide data of the student experience that may inform school 
discipline policy (balancing the intended goal of suspension from the 
unintended consequences). 
 
1.4 Context of a Charter School 
The charter school’s former Principal and present Chief Academic Officer, 
extended his school for this study citing an interest in better understanding the 
student attrition issue he is facing at this highly academically successful charter 
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school. This research on the OSS experience may inform his ongoing study of 
the attrition rates of his students, specifically, what effect the school’s discipline 
policy (especially OSS) has on attrition, if any.  Additionally, the Massachusetts 
2011 Indicator Report list suspension, drop out, retention, and attendance rates 
as indicators reflecting the state of schools and districts. Charter school districts 
represent the top 15 out of 20 highest out-of-school suspension rates among the 
state’s nearly 400 districts in 2011, and the charter school in this study ranks 
third highest.  The OSS rate indicates the number of students suspended per 100 
students enrolled. Thus, this school provided a rich source from which to study 
this phenomenon.
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Chapter Two:  Literature Review 
There are four domains relevant to this study of how adolescents’ 
experience OSS: (1) School safety and the integrity of the learning environment; 
(2) Engagement vs. disengagement; (3) Disproportionality; and (4) Student 
connectedness (developmental/relational underpinnings).  This literature review 
highlights the historical context of suspension in setting the foundation for these 
domains.  
2.1 Historical Context of Suspension in School Discipline Policy 
Maintaining school safety and security in the learning environment is 
paramount in a principal’s job in a school setting.  Enacting a fair and effective 
discipline policy is also essential to “preserving decorum” and “developing 
character” (Kajs, 2006; Findlay, 2008).  Defining the intersection of safety and 
fairness proves challenging as the literature illustrates.  Historically, national 
discipline policy has been dominated by a broad and evolving philosophy termed 
zero tolerance that Skiba (2000), describes in these terms: 
…[F]rom its inception in federal drug policy of the 1980’s, zero tolerance 
has been intended primarily as a method of sending a message that 
certain behaviors will not be tolerated, by punishing all offenses severely, 
no matter how minor.…While some districts adhere to a zero tolerance 
philosophy of punishing both major and minor disruptions relatively 
equally, others have begun to define zero tolerance as a graduated 
system, with severity of consequence scaled in proportion to the 
seriousness of the offense. (p.2). 
Zero tolerance was generated by The Gun Free Schools Act (GFSA) as 
part of the Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994. This Act, which President 
Clinton signed into law, legislates that states design laws mandating expulsion 
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for students who carry guns to school, with the expectation of requisite 
compliance or schools face sanctions of losing federal funding.  “Zero-tolerance 
policies forbid persons in positions of authority” (e.g., school administrators) 
“from exercising discretion or changing punishments to fit the circumstances 
subjectively; they are required to impose a pre-determined punishment 
regardless of individual culpability, extenuating circumstances, or past history” 
(Wikipedia, 2011).5  An amendment to GFSA permits the school superintendent 
administrative discretion to modify the expulsion requirement on a case-by-case 
basis (Rennie Center, 2010). 
In response to school tragedies in the 1990’s, zero tolerance policy and 
philosophy expanded and fueled discipline policies, securing a foothold in 
schools.  “Local school districts have broadened the mandate of zero tolerance 
beyond the federal mandates of weapons, to drugs and alcohol (Kumar, 1999), 
fighting (Petrillo, 1997), threats (Bursuk & Murphy, 1999) or swearing (Nancrede, 
1998)” (Skiba & Peterson, 2000, p. 2). Procedural due process is mandated by 
the U.S. Supreme Court for short-term suspensions of up to ten days. Goss v. 
Lopez, 419 U.S. 565 (1975)6 ruled that before sending a student out of school for 
a suspension, due process must include: “(1) oral or written notice of the 
                                                
5 Although this citation roots from Wikipedia, the succinct description summarizes 
what researchers have aptly documented and what is evidenced in this literature review as 
the crux of zero tolerance. 
6 “Goss v. Lopez, 419 U.S. 565, 574 (1975). While the Supreme Court did not create 
an affirmative federal right to education, it recognized students’ “legitimate entitlement to a 
public education as a property interest which is protected by the Due Process Clause and 
which may not be taken away for misconduct without adherence to the minimum procedures 
required by that Clause.” Id. (NYCLU, 2011, p. 8). 
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charges; (2) an explanation of the evidence if the student denies the charges; 
and (3) the opportunity for the student to present his view of the incident” (Zirkel, 
Richardson, & Goldberg, 2001, p. 72) to an impartial decision-maker (e.g., a 
school administrator), except in emergency situations (Alexander & Alexander, 
2011, p. 520). Supreme Court Justice Stephen Breyer summed up the limitations 
of the role of the courts in undermining school authority stating, 
Students will test the limits of acceptable behavior in myriad ways better 
known to school teachers than to judges; school officials need a degree of 
flexible authority to respond to disciplinary challenges; and the law has 
always considered the relationship between teachers and students 
special. (Arum & Preiss, 2009, p. 59) 
However, Meek (2009) warns that, 
A closer look at Goss, as well as at subsequent Supreme Court case law 
on the constitutional rights of students, suggests that the state's legal 
interest is to ensure that every student gets an education rather than to 
exclude misbehaving students. (p. 156). 
Meek (2009) contends “that courts should not conflate the state's interests 
with a particular school's interests” suggesting, “courts look more critically at the 
nature of disciplinary methods and the alternative education meted out to 
students” (p. 156).  This line of reasoning cautions us at a time when out-of-
school suspensions have increasingly become the de facto means of addressing 
behavioral and disciplinary issues, particularly at the middle and high school 
levels. Hence, a key focus of this literature review is on the exclusionary 
outcomes of unmitigated suspensions resulting from zero tolerance policy 
implementation. As Meek (2009) warns, “Post-Goss lower court rulings often 
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have neglected the state’s interest in educating all children—even those who 
misbehave—while over-emphasizing schools’ interests in excluding certain 
students to maintain an orderly learning environment. (p. 155). Still, there is good 
reason to be concerned about school violence and to take preventative 
measures.  During the 2007–2008 school year, the rate of violent incidents7 per 
1,000 students was double the number in middle schools (41 incidents per 1000) 
than in primary schools or high schools (NCES, 2009). 
2.2 Perspectives 
Growing reliance on exclusionary punishments such as suspensions 
effectively denies many children their right to an education. This is true 
nationwide, and also in New York City, where zero tolerance discipline is 
the norm. (New York Civil Liberties Union (NYCLU) and Student Safety 
Coalition, 2011) 
One significant way in which students internalize societies’ norms, values, 
and rules is through interactions in schools (Arum & Preiss, 2009).  School 
discipline policies are meant to demonstrate the values of safety and maintaining 
the integrity of the learning environment, with overall equity/fairness transcending 
each school’s culture.  The rules outlined in a school’s discipline policy, ideally, 
provide a clear guide reflecting institutional values, and their realization 
contributes largely to the norms within each school. Research demonstrates that 
there is variability among and between schools and school personnel (NYCLU, 
2011) that indicates differing values and norms, despite conceptually similar 
                                                
7 Serious violent incidents include rape, sexual battery other than rape, physical 
attack or fight with a weapon, threat of physical attack with a weapon, and robbery with or 
without a weapon (U.S. Department of Education, 2014). 
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disciplinary rules. The additional themes of student engagement/disengagement, 
disproportionality, and connectedness pervade the literature on school 
suspension and exclusion. 
The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act (2001) mandated that we maximize 
the opportunity for all children to learn, regardless of race, ethnicity, or gender 
differences. Indiana’s comprehensive Children Left Behind Project serves as an 
example of a wide-ranging study that examines national and state data, 
compiling findings in a series of three briefing papers (Losen & Skiba, 2010).  
This project documents the use of out-of-school suspension in that state, meant 
to open dialogue among all stakeholders in seeking alternative discipline 
methods.  The study illustrates the ineffectiveness of zero tolerance and 
quantifies the disproportionate implementation of out-of-school suspension by 
administrators (Skiba, Rausch, & Ritter, 2004).  Moreover, it unveils how Indiana 
principals are sharply divided over the use of suspensions and that the rate of 
suspension was associated with administrator attitudes toward parents and 
students with disabilities (Skiba et al., 2004).  This variability (among schools with 
similar demographics) indicates that there are alternate ways to discipline and to 
design school cultures that decrease the frequent use of suspensions. The 
Indiana study provides organized, concrete, disaggregated discipline data for use 
by stakeholders in school districts, earmarked for broad discussion and change. 
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School “safety” and the integrity of the learning environment. 
In evaluating existing literature around school discipline policies, the 
overarching theme is safety.  Both proponents and opponents of zero-tolerance 
believe that student and school safety trump all other factors when considering 
discipline policy (Ewing, 2000; Skiba, 2000; Rausch & Skiba, 2006).  This 
commonality dissolves however, when the scope of “safety” is boundless and 
students’ civil rights are not protected. 
There are myriad anecdotes of students experiencing rigid implementation 
of zero tolerance or “tough love” to make a point in schools.  If these are of a 
serious nature (weapon or drug-related) vs. minor infractions (truancy or 
classroom disruption) then removal from school may be the proper antidote.  A 
range of violent and non-violent behaviors in schools termed infractions, are the 
source of student suspensions.  Poor conduct (swearing, fighting, and 
disrespect), or simply not complying with school rules such as dress code and 
politeness, land students out of school for either a formal suspension or just 
being “sent home” for the day.  These policies were designed to increase school 
safety and modify student behavior by apprehending violent or potentially violent 
students.  In the last two decades, they expanded to include a no-excuse 
element that when implemented, leads to excessive use of out-of-school 
suspensions, frequently for minor infractions such as being disruptive, tardy, or 
truant.   
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Zero tolerance, used widely in schools, results in an expansion of 
disciplinary action [school suspension] to trivial infractions (Blumenson & Nilson, 
2003).  Noguera (2001) believes that the inconvenient truth in our current political 
climate is, the efficacy of suspending truant and low-achieving students is hardly 
ever raised or questioned, nor are there many people challenging the merits of 
dispatching expelled students unsupervised to the streets.  These suspensions 
are commonly excluding high-risk students from accessing the curriculum, a 
practice that is precisely the opposite of other adaptive interventions, and the 
goal of education. 
Several extensive longitudinal studies speak to the negative effects of 
zero tolerance policies (Christie, Nelson, and Jolivette, 2004; Losen & Skiba, 
2010; Skiba et al., 2011).   Opponents voice serious concerns about the equity of 
their use.  According to one study that surveyed 40 schools--half with low and 
half with high suspension rates--Christie, Nelson, and Jolivette (2004) revealed 
that loss of instructional time due to disciplinary sanctions negatively impacted 
student achievement, possibly resulting in life-long detriment.  They also 
determined that a school’s culture plays a pivotal role in student suspension.  For 
instance, in those schools that had positive-proactive discipline strategies (social-
emotionally based) vs. punitive-reactive ones, students experienced far fewer 
suspensions.  Similarly, in 2008, the APA’s Task Force studying the effects of 20 
years of the implementation of zero tolerance policies in schools, concluded that: 
…[T]here are surprisingly few data that could directly test the assumptions 
of a zero tolerance approach to school discipline, and the data that are 
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available tend to contradict those assumptions. Moreover, zero tolerance 
policies may negatively affect the relationship of education with juvenile 
justice and appear to conflict to some degree with current best knowledge 
concerning adolescent development. (APA, 2008, p. 853). 
Likewise, according to a 1996-97 report from the NCES, schools that rely 
less on the tenets of zero tolerance are safer than those that rely heavily on them 
(Skiba & Peterson, 2000).  This may reflect a combination of staff expectations 
and a school’s culture, in addition to other co-existing phenomenon. Skiba and 
Peterson (2000) cite two studies--one quantitative and one qualitative--wherein 
researchers documented that overreliance on physical security procedures 
(cameras, metal detectors) actually increased disorder (Mayer & Leone, 1999) 
and misusing security measures (locker or strip searches) created negative 
emotional repercussions in students (Hyman & Perone, 1998). 
Rather than focusing on ineffective policies that are designed to alleviate 
public fears, Noguera (2001) argues that investment in social capital is what will 
promote school safety and build a trusting school culture.  In urging policy 
makers to rethink zero tolerance, Noguera (2001) asserts that re-focusing on a 
school’s culture, specifically relations between teachers and students, in building 
a strong sense of community, will reduce problematic behavior and subsequent 
need for suspensions.  He contends that “safety is the natural by-product of 
social relationships premised on respect and responsibility” (Noguera, 2001, p. 
206) achieved through the development of social capital.    
The federal government is taking action in this regard.  In an interview with 
Kevin Jennings, the U.S. Department of Education’s former Assistant Deputy 
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Secretary, Richardson (2010) asked the Secretary about changing attitudes due 
to perceived grass roots efforts regarding school climate.  Jennings suggested 
using two central questions that parents commonly ask, as the foundation for the 
government’s emphasis on a new school climate system:  “Is my child going to 
be safe?” and, “Is my child going to learn?” (Richardson, 2010, p. 47). He 
suggested that the order of these questions indicates parents’ view that safety is 
first. This school climate system is based on four pillars: (1) incident-based data 
to know about disciplinary suspensions and expulsions, and the completion of, 
(2) surveys of students, (3) surveys of families, and (4) surveys of staff.  His aim 
was to provide stakeholders a voice in learning about the status of student and 
parent engagement, and staff perceptions on safety and respect. These new 
expectations about school climate were funded mandates as Jennings 
commented that resources in the form of grants come from the Office of Safe and 
Drug-Free Schools for investments in school climate projects (Richardson, 2010, 
p. 48).  This has shifted the focus from intervention and crisis management to 
prevention, while beckoning parents as influential partners in the process.  
In Massachusetts, An Act Relative to Student Access to Educational 
Services and Exclusion from School, was passed by the Legislature and signed 
into law by Governor Deval Patrick on August 6, 2012 (referred to as Chapter 
222 of the Acts of 2012). The new law adds procedural and reporting 
requirements for student suspensions aimed at maintaining learning while on 
suspension. In July of 2014, this Act became effective. Its notable changes 
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include the requirement for school districts and charter schools to ensure that 
students who have been excluded from school for disciplinary reasons have the 
opportunity to make academic progress during the period of their exclusion 
(Chester, 2012).  
Proponents of zero tolerance argue that the focus since the advent of zero 
tolerance policies of the 1990’s is on protecting the learning environment for the 
non-misbehaving students (Ewing, 2000). Ewing (2000), a professor of law and 
psychology at the State University of New York at Buffalo, argues that common 
applications of zero tolerance (e.g., for punching a student in the face, writing a 
note referencing killing the school principal, or a student falsely bragging about 
having a gun in his locker) are “sensible” and “the right approach” (p.2).  While 
these cases may very well present appropriate reasons for suspension, 
alternative considerations (positive behavior supports, restorative practices, 
social emotional learning, increased in-school suspensions) are on the increase 
(Peterson, 2005; Rennie Center, 2010; Sprick, 2009; Sugai & Horner, 2007). 
Viable alternatives include: in-school vs. out-of-school suspension, limiting the 
number of days, the presence or absence of quality academic work provided the 
suspended students, and follow-up counseling and debriefing. Ewing (2000) 
asserts that in these type of cases student safety is the biggest concern and that 
“appropriately” applied, zero tolerance “denounces violent student behavior in no 
uncertain terms and serves as a deterrent to such behavior in the future by 
sending a clear message that acts which physically harm or endanger others will 
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not be permitted at school under any circumstances” (p. 2). While some agree 
conceptually with the perspective that it serves as a necessary message to deter 
others, there is little or no research to back up the effectiveness of the 
suspension toward that end (Fabelo et al., 2011; APA, 2008).   
In Teaching Interrupted, Public Agenda (2004) reported several key 
findings from a national random sample of 725 middle and high school teachers 
and 600 parents, underwritten by the self-described nonpartisan policy group, 
Common Good.  Chief among them was the belief that “too many students are 
losing critical opportunities for learning…and too many teachers are leaving the 
profession…because of the behavior of a few persistent troublemakers” and that, 
“school discipline policies may not be working in the interest of the common 
good” (pp. 1-2).   Their belief is that students should be removed from school 
grounds as chronic offenders, with 77 percent of surveyed teachers reporting that 
“their teaching would be a lot more effective if they didn’t have to spend so much 
time dealing with disruptive students” (p. 2).  Both the majority of teachers (70 
percent) and parents (68 percent) responded with strong support for the 
“establishment of “zero-tolerance” policies so students know they will be kicked 
out of school” for fighting, drugs, and weapons. Both groups showed “high levels 
of support for the “broken windows”8 approach—strictly enforcing the little rules 
so that the right tone is created and bigger problems are avoided” (p.5).   
                                                
8 Commonly used to mean that disorder breeds disorder if not addressed when first 
recognized. 
  
25 
Engagement vs. disengagement. 
A universal value in education is student engagement.  Both intrinsic 
engagement (learning for the sake of learning) and extrinsic engagement (with 
classmates and teachers to increase socialization skills) are important in schools.  
Research on the effects of school suspension emphasizes that being suspended 
out of school is a frequent form of exclusion that can lead to academic 
underachievement and disengagement in school (APA, 2008; Rausch & Skiba, 
2006; Losen & Skiba, 2010).  The definition of academic underachievement 
ascribed here is simply students not realizing their academic potential as 
demonstrated by one or more element(s) such as: receiving predominantly failing 
or warning scores as measured by mandated state tests, failing classes, a low 
GPA, disengagement from school, or dropping out of school altogether.  There 
are synergistic contributors to student academic underachievement, 
disengagement, and poor attendance. A contributor to teenage absenteeism, 
although unintentional, is a school organizational structure and culture that 
encourages it through an unyielding disciplinary policy resulting in excessive 
suspensions (Fabelo et al., 2011). The design and implementation of a discipline 
policy resulting in a disproportionate number of suspensions are in a school’s 
control. 
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What Is Engagement and How Does School Discipline Affect It? 
School engagement “entails behavioral, affective, and cognitive 
components that reflect commitment to learning and successful academic 
performance” (Caraway, Tucker, Reinke, & Hall, 2003, p. 417).  Caraway et al. 
(2003) designed a study that “examined the degree of association of three 
specific self-variables (self-efficacy, goal orientation, and fear of failure) with 
school engagement” (p. 417) that involved 123 southeastern metropolitan high-
school students. “Bandura (1982) defined self-efficacy as an individual’s 
perceptions of his or her ability to perform adequately in a given situation” 
(Caraway et al., 2011, p. 418).  It is one of the cognitive factors associated with 
student performance. Connell and his colleagues proposed a theoretical model of 
engagement (Connell, 1990; Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Skinner, Wellborn, & 
Connell, 1990) that Caraway et al. (2003) used to organize external “contextual” 
and internal “self” or psychological variables that influence student engagement, 
with a focus on psychological “self” variables. Touting engagement as the 
cornerstone to academic achievement motivation, Caraway et al. (2003) used 
Connell’s process model of motivation as applied to academic achievement and 
found that students’ perceived social context (family support, school 
environment, neighborhood characteristics) directly influences the self-system 
(perceived autonomy, relatedness, and competence), which in turn leads to 
student action (cognitive, behavioral, and affective indices of engagement-
disengagement in learning). School engagement directly impacts academic 
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outcomes (grades and achievement tests), and vice versa.  Their findings 
revealed that: (1) The more confident adolescents are about their general level of 
competence, the more likely they are to get better grades in school and to be 
more engaged in various aspects of school; (2) Setting goals bred more setting 
goals and increased school engagement; and (3) Students who fear failure have 
a tendency to demonstrate less engagement in school-related tasks (Caraway et 
al., 2003).  
The implications derived from this study can be used for designing a 
positive school culture that includes goal setting, and an environment that 
reduces student academic and social fears with greater recognition of student 
competencies by focusing on the positive.   However, only three variables were 
considered, so more research is needed.  More research is also needed to 
account for the variance in variables that either enhance or impede school 
engagement, as the list is large and the effects of interaction, considerable. 
Additional research on how teacher expectations impact students’ academic 
efficacy and the association between teacher expectations and student 
engagement would be useful in beginning to pinpoint possible remedies. 
Disengagement. 
The strength of a prescriptive discipline policy is that students are held 
accountable for their behavior choices, which for many students is effective at 
shaping individual responsibility and self-discipline.  Yet for repeat offenders, the 
policy has further influenced their disengagement in school and frequently tainted 
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teachers’ views and expectations of them. Losen and Skiba (2010) oppose 
proponents’ contentions, believing that suspensions lead to “disengagement” or 
disaffection toward school.  Disaffection is frequently a downward spiral that 
leads to students who do not feel they can succeed and, as a result, place little or 
negative value on being at or engaged in school.   As observed in this 
researcher’s role as a teacher and as a school principal, disaffected students 
frequently have no personal connection with adults, declining motivation and 
confidence, limited resources, a waning belief in the value of school, and 
challenges in peer relationships.  The research shows that disengaged students 
“cut classes regularly, exert little effort in the classroom, fail to do the work that is 
assigned to them, and break school rules” (Steinberg, Brown, & Dornbusch, 
1996).  They become the primary source of high-school dropouts, often after 
presenting with behavioral issues. 
In a 2010 landmark national study of over 9000 middle schools entitled 
Suspended Education, Losen and Skiba contend that the resulting loss of time-
on-learning makes out-of-school suspensions ineffective and leads to 
disengagement. In trying to determine how frequently suspensions are being 
used and if there is frequency-equity among subgroups, they pointed to two sides 
of the divide on the effectiveness of suspension practices stating: 
Some have argued that suspensions remove disorderly students and 
deter other students from misbehaving, thereby improving the school 
environment so that well-behaving students can learn without distractions 
(Ewing, 2000). Yet, despite nearly two decades of implementation of zero 
tolerance disciplinary policies and their application to mundane and non-
violent misbehavior, there is no evidence that frequent reliance on 
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removing misbehaving students improves school safety or student 
behavior. (APA, 2008; as cited in Losen & Skiba, 2010, p. 3). 
Suspensions contribute greatly to lower attendance rates and to the 
academic underachievement of students while increasing their potential for 
dropping out of school (Peterson, 2005).  This is particularly concerning as “one 
of the most consistent findings of recent education research is the strong [posi-
tive] relationship between time engaged in academic learning and student 
achievement” (Rennie Center, 2010, p. 5). Simply put:  If students are not 
present and no academic component is incorporated in the suspension policy, 
suspended students fall behind in school.   
According to the research, there is a correlation between excessive 
suspensions, high school drop-outs [sic] (Rennie Center, 2010; Skiba & 
Peterson, 2000), and poor school climates (Skiba, Rausch, & Ritter, 2004).  For 
example, in studying the impact of school discipline policies in Massachusetts, 
researchers found that the “…testimony from three public hearings9 in 
Massachusetts suggested that excessive disciplinary action for non-violent 
offenses, such as tardiness and truancy, exacerbates the dropout crisis10” 
(Rennie Center, 2010, pp. 1-2). These facts make it “difficult to argue that zero 
                                                
9 In Spring 2009, the Massachusetts Graduation and Dropout Prevention and 
Recovery Commission held three public hearings to receive testimony from members of the 
public as it developed recommendations on the ten issues included in the legislative charge 
to the Commission, one of which was to explore the connection between school discipline 
policies and students’ level of engagement or alienation from school (Rennie Center, 2010, 
p.1). 
10 Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (2010). 
Dropout Rates in Massachusetts Public Schools: 2008-09. Retrieved from 
http://www.doe.mass.edu/infoservices/reports/dropout/ (Rennie Center, 2010, p.2). 
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tolerance is an important tool for creating effective school climates” (Skiba et al, 
2004).  
The Civil Rights Project (2000) elicits another concerning element to out-
of-school suspensions surrounding adolescent use of unsupervised idle-time, 
asserting: 
Zero Tolerance Policies foster an environment where there are no 
opportunities to bond with adults and provide troubled students with an 
unlimited amount of unsupervised free time. It is during this time that some 
experts believe, ". . . suspensions may simply accelerate the course of 
delinquency by providing a troubled youth with little parental supervision 
and more opportunities to socialize with deviant peers. (Executive 
Summary, para. 10) 
Researchers point out that the school-to-prison pipeline (Massachusetts 
Appleseed Center for Law and Justice, 2009; NYCLU, 2011), is fueled by 
students who were excluded from schools as a result of being suspended, 
usually repeatedly, as many students drop out and turn to a life of crime.   In 
examining data on grade enrollment and graduates over time, Haney et al. 
(2004) at Boston College studied the education pipeline in the United States from 
kindergarten to high school graduation.  The statistics documented that “failure to 
graduate from high school dramatically increases the odds that young people, 
especially Black males, will end up in prison at least once” (Haney et al., 2004, p. 
62).  The Children’s Defense Fund Fact Sheet (2009) informs us that: A Black 
boy born in 2001 has a 1 in 3 chance of going to prison in his lifetime; a Latino 
boy a 1 in 6 chance; and a White boy a 1 in 17 chance (2009).  This further 
validates the urgent need to create and institute more preventative measures 
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beginning in the elementary years. 
A discipline gap:  Disproportionality. 
By denying students—disproportionately students of color and students 
with disabilities—access to the learning environment, schools and school districts 
violate internationally-recognized human rights laws. As part of the United States’ 
participation in the Universal Periodic Review of Human Rights Compliance in 
2010, many advocates called on the Obama administration and the United 
Nations Human Rights Council to take a stronger stand against zero tolerance 
school discipline practices”11 (NYCLU, 2011, p. 9). 
In the 2011 report, "Breaking Schools' Rules: A Statewide Study of How 
School Discipline Relates to Students' Success and Juvenile Justice 
Involvement," researchers found that among the half a million students 
suspended or expelled at least once, only 3 percent of those actions were for 
behavior Texas law requires be punished that way. The rest were at the 
discretion of school officials” (Shah, 2011, p. 9). Using extensive statistical 
methods to analyze millions of school and juvenile justice records in Texas, the 
findings in this report demonstrate the disproportionate effects of an overly 
zealous school discipline practice over several years.  For example, in Shah’s 
(2011) analysis of the report he writes, 
                                                
11 The NYCLU testified before Obama Administration officials regarding the School to Prison 
Pipeline’s inclusion in the Periodic Review process in February 2010. Other organizations 
calling for exclusionary discipline to be examined as part of the process include the Poverty 
and Race Research Action Council, the National Social and Economic Rights Initiative, and 
the American Civil Liberties Union (NYCLU, 2011). 
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Multivariate analyses, which enabled researchers to control for 83 different 
variables in isolating the effect of race alone on disciplinary actions, found 
that African-American students had a 31 percent higher likelihood of a 
school discretionary action, compared to otherwise identical White and 
Hispanic students. (Executive Summary, para. 4) 
In another significant 2011 report, Education Interrupted: The Growing 
Use of Suspensions in New York City’s Public Schools, Brown University 
researchers analyzed 449,513 suspensions served by New York City students 
from 1999 to 2009 and found that the number of suspensions served each school 
year nearly doubled over the decade – even though the student population has 
decreased over the same period (NYCLU, 2011).   The Freedom of Information 
law enabled researchers to procure and analyze this previously undisclosed 
suspension data.  Similar findings corroborated aforementioned disproportionality 
statistics on race, ethnicity, disability, and gender.  However, two additional areas 
of concern were documented:  (1) Black students served longer suspensions and 
were more likely to be suspended for subjective misconduct, like profanity and 
insubordination,12 and (2) Suspensions are becoming longer with 20 percent of 
suspensions lasting more than a week in 2008 – 2009.  Udi Ofer, NYCLU co-
author of this report suggested that the Bloomberg administration end its zero 
tolerance approach to school discipline and instead mandate positive alternatives 
to suspension when appropriate.  Other NYCLU (2011) recommendations to the 
NYC DOE and lawmakers include: “to protect students’ constitutional rights in 
                                                
12 “In New York City, Black children are overrepresented in every facet of the 
suspension system, accounting for approximately 33 percent of the student population and 
53 percent of suspensions over the last 10 school years” (NYCLU, 2011, p. 18). 
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suspension hearings; increase transparency around discipline and school safety 
practices; provide support services for students’ emotional and psychological 
needs; and encourage meaningful public input in the discipline process” (pp. 26 -
29). 
Still, it is the lower achieving students who are typically overrepresented 
among disciplinary referrals (Noguera, 2001), further alienating their relationship 
to school and to folks in the schools.  Schools struggle with issuing long-term 
suspensions (more than 10 days in any given school year), which violate the 
federal Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA); an edict that all states provide a 
Free and Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) for students with disabilities 
(Peterson, 2005; Rennie Center, 2010).  The IDEA13 regulations provide greater 
protection for students with disabilities than the general population with regard to 
suspension. 
This ubiquitous disproportionality is addressed in more recent studies 
showing trends in racial and ethnic disparities in suspension data matching the 
past 25 years.  In a nationally representative study, Skiba et al. (2011) analyzed 
patterns of disciplinary referral and outcomes in 364 elementary and middle 
schools using both descriptive and logistic regression analyses. Their findings 
were remarkably similar to those of previous quantitative studies, indicating that 
                                                
13 “Under federal law, students with disabilities are granted protections against 
scenarios where they may be the victims of “push out” or where the behavior for which they 
are being suspended was a manifestation of their specific needs or failure to properly provide 
for those needs. Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), 20 USC §1415 (j) (2005)” 
(NYCLU, 2011, p. 9).  
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middle school students from African American families are 3.78 times as likely to 
be referred to the office for problem behavior as their White peers.   
What’s missing from the literature is the perspective of the affected 
students, those who are excluded and often, those families that are least able to 
support them.  They require advocacy and more preventative approaches to 
minor discipline violations. Moreover, evidence of the effectiveness of zero-
tolerance, no-excuse discipline policies is not represented in the literature in any 
meaningful way (Noguera, 2001). 
Gender and suspension. 
An examination of the literature reveals that boys struggle behaviorally in 
school more than their female classmates. Adolescent boys are having 
difficulties, whether these are overt issues or a tendency to check out of the 
learning process (King, Gurian, & Stevens, 2010). Planty et al. (2009) note that 
considerably more boys drop out of school, score lower on reading and verbal 
standardized tests, experience more discipline infractions and become 
increasingly disengaged with school. “In 2006, the percentage of males 
suspended from school was 9 percent, compared with 4 percent for females, and 
the number of males who were suspended (2.3 million) was more than twice the 
number of females who were suspended (1.1 million)” (Planty et al., 2009, p. 70). 
The number of suspensions is actually exponentially higher as students are 
counted only once regardless of the number of times they were suspended. 
Attention to these widening gender gaps for boys is vital, especially for African 
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American boys. 
African American and Hispanic males are often scorned for attempts to try 
to do well in school as doing well frequently decreases their social currency 
among peers.  Research shows that “one out of every six students deliberately 
hides his or her intelligence and interest in doing well while in class because they 
are worried about what their friends might think” (Steinberg, Brown, & 
Dornbusch, 1996). This statistic is likely higher when considering disadvantaged 
minority males. That worldview places minority males at a particular 
disadvantage in schools especially in conjunction with the disproportionate effect 
of discipline referrals and administrative actions taken. 
Student connectedness:  Developmental/relational underpinnings. 
In an extensive report supported by a grant from the U.S. Department of 
Defense, Blum (2004) draws on research and examples from public schools 
across America, and defines connectedness as: 
“School connection is the belief by students that adults in the school care 
about their learning and about them as individuals. Students are more 
likely to succeed when they feel connected to school. Critical requirements 
for feeling connected include high academic rigor and expectations 
coupled with support for learning, positive adult-student relationships, and 
physical and emotional safety” (p.1).  
Anne Wheelock (2008), a research associate with the Progress through 
the Education Pipeline program at Boston College's School of Education, 
researched school suspension and its relationship to the school-to-prison 
pipeline in MA schools.  As mentioned earlier, practice has demonstrated that 
suspending students out-of-school alienates them at times when they need 
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connection most, resulting in advancing student disengagement and decreased 
access to the curriculum. Wheelock argues that “[they] come to believe that 
"school is not for me,” which increases the possibility of dropping out (Delisio, 
2007). Students who find themselves habitually suspended suffer serious 
negative academic and social consequences, become disengaged, and often 
lean toward dropping out of school.  Wheelock (2008) argues that many 9th 
graders increasingly face a “bottleneck” and are stuck, failing to proceed 
successfully to the 10th grade due to a lack of support for attendance and 
disciplinary standards. 
Trends illustrate that during secondary school transition years (grades 6 
and 9), there is a significant increase in the use of suspensions as the 
conventional form of discipline (Massachusetts Appleseed Center for Law and 
Justice, 2009).  Suspension rates vary dramatically from district-to-district within 
states (NYCLU, 2011; Fabelo et al., 2011).  For example, in Massachusetts, 
“disciplinary removal peaks in the 9th grade…and out-of-school suspension rates 
among districts range from 0 to 58.4 [percent], with a state average of 6.2 
[percent]” (Rennie Center, 2010, p. 11).  And “of 380 school districts statewide, 
65 have out-of-school suspension rates higher than 10 [percent]; [meaning] that 
in these districts, at least one out of every 10 enrolled students received an out-
of-school suspension during the 2007-2008 school year” (Rennie Center, 2010, 
p. 11).  These results document a higher incidence of out-of-school suspension 
in urban charter schools per capita as a result of their more unyielding discipline 
  
37 
policies.  The Boston Indicators Project (2008) reported that Charter schools 
serving grades K-8 had the highest out-of-school suspension rates at an average 
of 22.4 percent (p. 55).  
In an extensive report, the shared efforts of The Civil Rights Project (CRP) 
at Harvard University and the Advancement Project (2000) used a 
multidisciplinary approach (gathered evidence from physicians, academics, child 
advocates, and attorneys) to study the sometimes unanticipated effects of 
exclusionary discipline policies largely resulting from the strict use and 
perspective of zero-tolerance policy. They note, “One of the developmental 
needs of school-aged children, which many leading psychologists believe must 
be met, is their need to develop strong, trusting relationships with key adults in 
their lives, particularly those in their school” (Executive Summary, para. 10). 
Researchers have demonstrated that there are three protective factors that 
safeguard at-risk teens whose childhoods were marginalized:  “a close 
relationship with a caring parent figure, individual characteristics such as 
intelligence and sociableness, connections with a larger community including 
relationships with teachers and other adults, and connections with community 
organizations” (Garmezy, 1989; Luthar & Zigler, 1991; Masten & Coatsworth, 
1998; Rutter, 1990; as cited by Spencer, 2002, p. 18).  Additionally, it is essential 
for adolescents to form positive attitudes toward fairness (Rokeach & Denvir, 
2006) and justice (The Advancement Project, 2000; Gilligan, 1982; Brown, 
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Tappan, Gilligan, Miller, & Argyris, 1989) through interactions with adults in 
schools.   
In comparing Kohlberg and Turiel’s (1971) work on moral development 
with Gilligan’s (1982) critique of it, Nucci (2008) noted that, “these two 
moralities…provide two distinct injunctions - the injunction not to treat others 
unfairly (justice) and the injunction not to turn away from someone in need 
(care).” Brown et al. (1989) delineate between justice and care stating: 
A justice perspective draws attention to the problems of inequality and 
oppression by holding up an ideal of reciprocity and equal respect 
between persons.  A care perspective draws attention to the problems of 
attachment and abandonment by holding up an ideal of attention and 
responsiveness in relationships. (p. 140).  
Justice is also defined as, “the quality of being fair and reasonable” and 
“just behavior or treatment” using the example, “[owning a] genuine respect for 
people” (Oxford, 2011).  The manner in which students are treated, by school 
staff members who have power by virtue of a title or role illustrates a presence or 
absence of care and justice as the research in this review reveals.  These 
conceptualizations are relative to students’ experiences insofar as they perceive 
adult interactions as just and fair, and teachers or administrators as caring 
toward them. An important question for further research is: How do we assure 
the evenhandedness of justice disseminated by school administrators given the 
ascendance of the zero tolerance approach?	
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A school’s culture and discipline. 
Students need a sense of belonging in schools and quality relationships 
with at least one supportive adult (Spencer, 2002) to prosper developmentally 
and steer away from serious behavioral infractions. This relationship connection 
to school increases the likelihood of academic and social success.  “Relational 
theory in general emphasizes that the human being is fundamentally a part of a 
network of relationships.  Mitchell (1988) argues that the relational perspective 
sees the person as continually motivated by the need for relationship and an 
active participant in shaping the internal consequence of external experience” (as 
cited in the Center for Progressive Development, 2009, para. 2).  Strengthening 
students’ “relational self”14 through connection, empathy, and less punitive school 
discipline policies is also an implication of this research.  Moreover, it could be 
used to inform the way schools prevent and deal with discipline issues.   
“Relational/cultural theory… holds that the ability to participate in mutually 
empathic relationships is both the primary goal of development and the 
mechanism through which development occurs” (Spencer, 2002, p. 6).   Further, 
Spencer (2002) notes that “research on risk and resilience…has found one 
“supportive” relationship with an adult to provide significant psychological 
protection for adolescents” (p.2).  Likewise, Northeastern University’s Rennie 
Center for Education Research and Policy (2010) reports that “developmental 
                                                
14 Defined as, “The relational self develops to the degree that the person is able to 
experience mutual connection and validation with a larger community” (Center for 
Progressive Development, 2009, p. 5). 
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research suggests that certain characteristics of secondary schools, including 
school discipline policies, are at odds with many of the developmental challenges 
of adolescence, such as the need for close peer relationships, support from 
adults other than one’s parents, identity negotiation, autonomy and academic 
self-efficacy” (p. 4). 
Noguera’s (2001) conception of the reciprocal effects of social capital in 
school, briefly mentioned earlier in this chapter, highlights how sociologists 
characterize the “tangible benefits individuals derive from membership within 
groups…and their association within social networks” (p. 206).  He presents four 
promising strategies intended to increase social capital among students:	
(1) Reduce anonymity, alienation, and the impersonal character of 
schools,	
(2) Promote a climate of respect by responding quickly and consistently to 
minor infractions,	
(3) Adopt a preventative approach to discipline utilizing strategies that 
encourage students to take responsibility for their behavior and learn 
from their mistakes, and	
(4) Provide numerous opportunities for students to become more deeply 
engaged in school and activities that further their development. (pp. 
209–214).	
Under the realm of social capital, connectedness means that students feel 
and act as if they are joined--in some meaningful way--to one or more adults in 
the school (Spencer, 2002).  This connection makes a difference in their school 
lives and by extension they are linked to the school.  Research documents that 
students who are repeatedly suspended reveal an absence of perceived 
connectedness to staff members or weak relational strength toward folks in the 
school. It illustrates how students are “fundamentally relational and that our 
  
41 
psychological development necessarily occurs in and through continuous 
engagement and mutual participation in relationships with others” (Spencer, 
2002, p. 2).  Through these relationships, students build a confidence and 
competence to test out growth-oriented behaviors and receive more positive 
outcomes in doing so.  In solid, respectful student-teacher or student-
administrator relationships, there is perceived support and students learn to trust 
adults who demonstrate they care.   
In the Boston Public Schools (2006) dropout study, youth and adult voices 
asserted, “The relationships between students and teachers–and other caring 
adults–are the most important factors in students’ school experience, whether 
positive or negative” (Boston Youth Transitions Task Force, 2006, p. 3). Thus, 
essential for a school’s culture is a staff that inculcates a moral, rational, and 
empathetic presence in constant support of both students’ academic and 
psychosocial development. “Participation in connection with others is understood 
to be a basic human motive and connection with others replaces the self as the 
major area of interest or locus of the process of development” (Surrey, 1985; 
Miller & Stiver, 1997, p. 52, as cited in Spencer, 2002, p. 2).  
A teacher’s influence on student engagement and achievement cannot be 
overstated. The teacher’s role is vital especially with urban minority children 
lacking adequate parental or community supports. As demonstrated previously in 
this paper, these relationships are essential for increasing school engagement 
and decreasing school suspensions as there is a distinct inverse relationship 
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between engagement and out-of-school suspension.  “A teacher’s effectiveness 
has more impact on student learning than any other factor controlled by school 
systems, including class size, school size, and the quality of after-school 
programs—or even which school a student is attending” (Rivkin, Hanushek & 
Kain, 2005). Noddings (1995) envisions schools’ providing all students with 
practice in caring, in preparing them for their civic responsibilities.  
2.3 Importance of the Research Findings in this Study 
Evidence-based alternatives to traditional exclusionary practices are 
emerging. In general, they address disruptive behavior while intervening and 
using school-wide culture and climate enhancements targeted for all students.  
This recommendation is supported by research findings suggesting that a 
comprehensive approach of combining prevention and intervention models 
sometimes called an “early response model of school discipline” (Skiba & 
Peterson, 2000, p. 341), proves highly effective in curbing problem behavior and 
school violence.  Components include: conflict resolution or social instruction, 
classroom strategies for disruptive behavior, increased parent involvement, 
systematic early warning sign indicators and screening, data systems, crisis or 
security planning, school-wide discipline and behavioral planning, and functional 
assessment with individual behavior plans (Skiba & Peterson, 2000). 
Turning a focus to effective classroom management strategies and 
instruction that engage students resulting in decreased behavioral issues--
particularly from the special education arena--will likely establish a more school-
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wide positive behavior support system (SWPBS; Sugai & Horner, 2007). 
According to Skiba and Peterson (2000), research in the field of special 
education (C. Nelson & Rutherford, 1987; J. Nelson, 1996) “has yielded effective 
strategies of individual programming, classroom management, and instruction to 
improve the behavioral climate for students with and without disabilities,” (p. 336) 
demonstrating considerable efficacy for the use of positive consequences. 
“School-Wide Positive Behavioral Supports (SWPBS), Social Emotional Learning 
(SEL), Restorative Practices, and Safe and Responsive Schools (SRS) are four 
approaches that research has shown to have promise in improving school 
discipline practices and student behavior” (Rennie Center, 2010, p. 22).   
Similar to Noguera’s (2001) previously noted suggestions, Peterson 
(2005), a professor in the Department of Special Education and Communication 
Disorders at the University of Nebraska, outlines ten feasible alternatives to 
traditional out-of-school, exclusionary practices.  Each of the following strategies 
has at least some research demonstrating positive behavioral-change outcomes 
for students: problem solving and contracting, in-kind restitution, mini-courses or 
skill modules, parent involvement and supervision, counseling, community 
service, behavior monitoring, coordinated behavior plans, alternative 
programming, and appropriate in-school suspension (Peterson, 2005).   Some of 
Noguera’s (2001) suggestions mimic a tiered strategy that combines response to 
intervention (RTI) with positive behavior support (PBS) as school-wide 
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interventions, with opportunities built-in for targeted student assistance as 
warranted (Sprick, 2009).   
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Chapter Three:  Specific Plan of Inquiry 
This chapter describes the research methods used in this 
phenomenological study. The research design is explained along with the 
recruitment, assent and consent procedures, site selection, population, and the 
IRB process. Procedures used to increase the validity and reliability of the data 
are also indicated. Explicit methods of data analysis conclude this chapter.  
The purpose of this study is to understand the adolescent suspension 
experience first-hand, the participant challenges, and to synthesize the meaning 
and essence of the experience, which may prove pivotal in future development of 
school discipline policies, interventions, and practices. The research design 
included a combination of multiple student (co-researcher), non-directive 
interviews, field notes, journal entries, and student school archival record review 
for context (demographic data, discipline, policy documents) used to validate and 
reinforce students’ perceptions. The universality of the findings is limited to and 
dependent upon what researchers conceive as a “situated generalization” 
(Simons, 2009, p. 166). In this instance, the context is a charter public high 
school in an urban setting and the subjects are underclassmen, mostly 9th and 
10th graders. By analyzing a description (interview) using inductive reasoning, the 
researcher developed a complex picture of the phenomenon in the context of the 
suspension experience following the “scientific method” (e.g., problem, 
questions, method, results) (Creswell, 2002). Specifically, data analysis followed 
Moustakas’ (1994) transcendental phenomenological model including these key 
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processes: Epoche´, phenomenological reduction, imaginative variation, and 
synthesis of composite textural and composite structural descriptions. The 
researcher explored the students’ sense of their suspension experiences as seen 
through the narratives of their relationships to school and people in the school, 
and views of their own feelings and behaviors.    
3.1 School Context 
The setting is a charter public high school located in Boston, MA.  The 
demographics of this school show a largely Black (65%), Hispanic (30%), and 
low-income (87%) student body (Department of Elementary and Secondary 
Education, MA, 2013a).  This school was chosen based on two considerations: 
the school’s “information-rich” (Patton, 2002) source with an annual suspension 
rate of nearly 41 percent (DESE, 2013b), and the author’s professional 
relationship with the principal, which provides ready access.  
This charter school is achieving marked success by facilitating significant 
academic and social growth for many of its students.  For instance, for several 
years in a row 100 percent of their graduating seniors were accepted into college 
(Charter School’s website, 2014). When compared to the other 287 districts in 
Massachusetts on the 10th grade state assessment this charter school excels in 
student growth ranking in the top five for math for the past four years and in the 
top ten for English Language Arts for three out of the last four years (Charter 
School’s website, 2014). Consequences for negative behavior are clearly 
articulated. Their 2009 application for renewal of their charter reveals the 
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following: 
A student earning six demerits in a week serves a detention; a student 
earning twelve demerits in a week serves a one-day, out-of-school 
suspension.  In addition, incidents of a more serious nature, such as 
derogatory language, insubordination, or threats, are immediately 
attended to by the Deans of Citizenship, often result in a one day out-of-
school suspension, and engage parents, guardians, and family members 
in eliminating the student behaviors that impede learning or encroach on 
others’ safety.   
While completing a 2011 pilot study on OSS at this charter school, the 
researcher had ready access to casual meetings and conversation with the 
school administrators, student records (grades, discipline, attendance), 
scheduled site-visits, and the opportunity for interviews with affected students.   
3.2 Methodology 
Past research on out-of-school suspension has been both qualitative and 
quantitative in design. The vast majority of scholarly research has taken a 
quantitative approach acquiring numerical data (Costenbader & Markson, 1998; 
Hoffman, 2014), using multivariate statistical analysis (Skiba et al., 2011), and 
including data from adult (school administrator, teacher) reports. In addition, 
suspension research uses qualitative and quantitative instruments such as 
surveys and archival data (NCES, 2009, 2012).  Several doctoral dissertations 
have used phenomenology to analyze qualitative interviews for themes related to 
adolescence including: social exclusion (Skold, 2014), transition into high school 
(Ganeson & Ehrich, 2010), self-harm (Klebanoff, 2014), recovering substance 
abusers (Maher, 2013), and self-cutting (Richardson, 2010). Similar research 
topics of adolescent experiences, which used phenomenological methods 
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include: depression in inner city African American youth (Ofonedu, Percy, Harris-
Britt, & Belcher, 2013), building resilience after adversity (Shepherd, Reynolds, & 
Moran, 2010), tobacco use (McVea, Harter, McEntarffer & Creswell, 1999), and 
mattering15 (Tucker, Dixon, & Griddine, 2010). This study was proposed because 
there is a need to understand youth experiences and what positives could grow 
out of such an in-depth understanding. Qualitative interviews allowed for a 
detailed description of the student perspective around the suspension experience 
and the challenges they face.   
Phenomenology has a history as a philosophy and a scientific 
methodology. Founded by Edmund Husserl at the turn of the 20th century, 
research in this tradition looks to describe the “lived experience” of a certain 
phenomenon. The subject matter of phenomenology began with consciousness 
and experience, and then was expanded by Husserl and also Heidegger to 
include the human life world, and by Merleau-Ponty and Sarte to take account of 
the body and human action in historical contexts (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 
26).  Later, the emergence of phenomenological research was led by Giorgi and 
the Duquesne Circle, including William Fischer, Rolf Von Eckartsberg, Anthony 
Barton, Constance Fischer, Edward Murray, Frank Buckley, Charles Maes, and 
Paul Richer (Wertz, 2005, p. 170). The development of processes involved in 
                                                
15 Mattering to others has been shown to be a key construct of mental health and 
wellness. Emerging research links interpersonal mattering and school climate. In this study, 
the authors use transcendental phenomenology to explore how interpersonal mattering 
impacts the academic achievement of urban African American males who are academically 
successful in high school (Tucker, Dixon, & Griddine, 2010).  
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phenomenological research in human science inquiry come largely from the 
Duquesne Studies in Phenomenological Psychology in which concepts and 
procedures were honed through hundreds of phenomenological research studies 
at Duquesne in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. 
The major outcome sought in phenomenology is the description of the 
structures of consciousness (“essence”) of everyday experiences as experienced 
first hand (Grbich, 2007, p. 86; Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003), objectively and 
subjectively within the student-researcher discourse. The aim of this study was to 
describe the structures of the adolescents’ conscious experience of being 
suspended from school. An example of a study of an experiential structure is the 
Giorgi and Giorgi (2003) phenomenological study of the experience of learning, 
which “provide an enriched understanding of an experience itself rather than how 
different individuals or groups vary in their learning” (Polkinghorne, 2005, pp. 139 
– 140; Moustakas, 1994, pp. 14-15).  Another is van Kaam’s (1966) study of 
“really feeling understood”, which operationalized empirical phenomenological 
research (Moustakas, 1994). 
As a human science, phenomenology aims to be systematic, methodical, 
general, and critical (Giorgi, 1997). A phenomenological qualitative approach 
captures the actual views of those most closely associated with the phenomena 
being investigated by evaluating the genuine perspective in the social world 
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2003). Moustakas (1994) describes the phenomenological 
method stating,  
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The investigator abstains from making suppositions, focuses on a specific 
topic freshly and naively, constructs a question or problem to guide the 
study, and derives findings that will provide the basis for further research 
and reflection. In phenomenological science a relationship always exists 
between the external perception of natural objects and the internal 
perceptions, memories, and judgments. (p. 47)  
Consistent with traditional phenomenological approaches (Giorgi, 1997), 
the researcher consciously “bracketed” (Husserl, 1913) previous disciplinary 
experiences and assumptions, setting aside all prejudgments regarding effects of 
suspending students (Wertz, 2005). Termed “epoches” the researcher abstains 
from influences that could short-circuit or bias descriptions of the interview, by 
sensitizing to personal versus participant beliefs in describing the relationship 
between the external circumstances and internal experience of participants. 
Hertz (2005) broadens this definition stating, “The first is the “epoche ́ of the 
natural sciences” (Husserl, 1939/1954, p. 135) and requires that the researcher 
abstain from incorporating (“brackets”) natural scientific theories, explanations, 
hypotheses, and conceptualizations of the subject matter (p. 168). Moustakas 
(1994) describes the value of the epoche´ principle as inspiring examination of 
biases and enhancing openness, even if a perfect or pure state is not achieved. 
This was done primarily through self-reflective journaling and reviewing of 
journals during consultations with the dissertation advisor. This step serves to 
enhance the methodological rigor of the research while maintaining a fresh and 
open perspective.  
The choice to use a phenomenological qualitative approach was deemed 
appropriate based on several characteristics of this type of research, in 
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particular, its tradition of following the participant’s lead in the discovery of the 
essence of a phenomenon. Qualitative data “focus on naturally occurring, 
ordinary events in natural settings, so that we have a strong handle on what ‘real 
life’ is like” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 10).  In the context of this urban high 
school where the student interviews transpired, participants were asked an open-
ended question to commence the “grand tour” of their experience, inquiring 
“Describe for me your experience of being suspended from school.”  Schwandt 
(2001) asserts, “Qualitative inquiry deals with human lived experience. It is the 
life-world as it is lived, felt, undergone, made sense of, and accomplished by 
human beings that is the object of study” (p. 84). In this case, it was how to 
understand a phenomenon from the perspective of the research participant, and 
further understand the meanings students give to their suspension experience, 
by producing accurate descriptions of them. Finally, Giorgi and Giorgi (2003) 
describe a scientific (versus philosophical) level of analysis in the 
phenomenological method, which uses the consciousness of participants as raw 
data. This enables the qualitative researcher to describe the psychological 
essence or structure of the phenomenon, while using concrete phrases or 
statements extracted directly from the interviews. Further identification and 
delineation of the data analysis steps used in transcendental phenomenology are 
outlined in a section below.  
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Participants  
 Tesch (1984) suggested that the usual number of participants in a 
phenomenological study is between 10 to 15 participants, noting as few as six 
and as many as 25 participants have been used, depending on the phenomenon. 
There were 21 participants, ages 15 to 18, including 12 males and nine females 
who were initially interviewed using a semi-structured, open-ended interview 
lasting 30 to 60 minutes. The interviews took place in a variety of office spaces at 
the charter school. The phenomenological interview questions were always open 
to modifications since the essential purpose is to fully understand the 
participant’s perceived experience. Participants represented the ethnic school 
demographic16 of 65 percent African American and 30 percent Hispanic, with 17 
Black or African American students and four who identified as Hispanic. After the 
start of the interviews, two of the participants (female) shared they were not 
suspended in high school and the interviews ended. Thus the data are based on 
19 student interviews (n=19) of primarily ninth and tenth-grade students (eight of 
each), two juniors and one senior. 
Participants met the following criteria, they (a) experienced one or more 
out-of-school suspensions, (b) were presently enrolled in this charter high school, 
(c) most were in the 9th or 10th grade, (d) understood the study and voluntarily 
agreed to participate and cooperate in the interview, and (e) signed the assent 
form while their parents provide the signed consent form. Non-English speaking 
                                                
16 ESE, April 2015. City on a Hill Demographic Profile  
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students were excluded from the study (representing a small percentage of 
English Language Learners). 
3.3 Procedures 
The research design included individual student interviews of affected 
students who were pooled randomly and then introduced to the researcher by the 
school’s principal.  Some students experienced one suspension and others, 
multiple. The interviews were prompted by open-ended, in-depth, semi-structured 
questions (Seidman, 1991) from an interview guide conducted by the author, a 
middle-class European American woman. This format permitted exploration of 
the dynamics underlying student beliefs and attitudes toward their suspension 
experiences. The aim was to achieve “information-rich” (Patton, 2002) cases with 
this student sample and analyze the data, resulting in meaningful and valid 
representative insights.   
The school’s principal made the initial contact with the students, inviting 
them to talk with the researcher about their discipline experiences at school as it 
relates to suspension.   A detailed informed consent form (Appendix A) was 
given to each student by the school’s principal, to review with a parent or 
guardian, obtain a signature, and return to the administrator prior to any contact. 
Participant assent (Appendix C) was obtained and tape-recorded at the time of 
the interview.  The interviews were between 30 – 60 minutes in length and took 
place during non-academic time (i.e., during their advisory period or after school) 
in a classroom designated by the principal during the months of March 2015 
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through June of 2015. Each student was gifted a fifteen-dollar Dunkin Donuts gift 
card for participating in the interview.   
Data collection methods and materials. 
Prior to collecting any data, the researcher was required to submit a 
request for review of proposal to the Boston University Institutional Review Board 
(Appendix D). A letter was sent to the principal of the school requesting 
permission to conduct the study in the school (Appendix E). Permission to gain 
access to student records for data collection was obtained from the school 
principal with parental consent (Appendix E). 
The researcher used a MacBook Air laptop computer and recording 
software, an interview protocol, and informed consent/assent forms. 
Interviews, field notes, and journaling. 
Consideration of content and orientation of student interview questions 
was an iterative process using input gleaned from a comprehensive literature 
review, and conversations with several key informants who have gaining 
notoriety as national scholars in their fields (Dan Losen, Russell Skiba, Pedro 
Noguera, and George Sugai).  For example, the researcher consulted with 
interest groups (Massachusetts Appleseed Center for Law and Justice, 2009; 
Education Law Task Force and Children’s Defense Fund) and attorneys whose 
aim is to reform/revise legislation due to the overuse of zero tolerance policies 
and trends away from the law’s intention. Additionally, in March 2012, the 
researcher attended the National Positive Behavior Intervention Supports  (PBIS) 
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Annual Conference where Co-Director of PBIS and Professor, George Sugai, of 
the University of Connecticut illustrated a model of Response to Intervention 
(RTI) aimed at preventing school exclusion due to suspension, and offered 
interview suggestions. And finally, as noted earlier in this proposal, the 
researcher met with the charter school’s principal and listened as he offered his 
thoughts on relevant questions to assess, which are directly associated with this 
research. Collectively, they had the following interview suggestions: 
§ Ask interviewees for their recommendations for improvements to their 
schools’ discipline policies.   
§ Prompt students to compare and contrast their descriptions of “good” 
teachers and “good” friends vs. “poor” teachers and friends, gathering 
evidence that might lend insight into relationship qualities and 
behaviors that speak to their stage of adolescent development. 
§ Include questions around perceived equity and fairness of discipline 
policy implementation at the school. 
Thus, the mostly open-ended questions were carefully crafted after 
reflection, devised after the researcher conducted a pilot study in 2011, and by 
obtaining considerable input from other experts in the field.  The interview 
questions were not rigid, rather they were designed to guide the process. The 
student interview guide can be found in Appendix B. 
The interviews were audio taped using a recorder to ensure accurate and 
complete data, transcribed then recoded with pseudonyms after the transcription 
was complete. The data is stored in the researcher’s password-protected 
MacBook Air computer with no identifying information of participants.  Audiotapes 
will be destroyed in a timeframe specified by IRB guidelines. The 
phenomenological method of data collection allows the researcher to incorporate 
  
56 
participant statements, and behavioral or interpersonal observations in the form 
of field notes or reflexive journal entries. Researcher field notes noting non-verbal 
expression (nuances, intonation, emphasis, emotions) were written during the 
interview and while transcribing oral data, and re-verified for accuracy (by 
rereading transcripts) throughout the meaning-making, theme-building process. 
Researcher journal entries included assumptions, expectations, biases, and 
interpretations before, during, and after the interviews to increase researcher 
awareness and decrease personal bias.  
Only the researcher and her dissertation advisor had access to the raw 
data.  The study presented as low risk and the experience did not elicit significant 
emotional distress. Rather, it served as an opportunity for student voices to be 
heard and valued.  Students were told they may elect to skip any question that 
makes them feel uncomfortable. However, if any student exhibited emotional 
distress during the interview, s/he was referred to a school counselor and 
administrator, and the interview was terminated. That experience did not occur. 
After explaining the voluntary nature of participation in the interview, the 
purpose and intent, and the informed consent procedure, students were asked to 
sign two copies of the assent form (one for the researcher and one for the 
student to retain).  Initial warm-up questions asked students to share a little 
background about themselves. Consistent with phenomenological approaches 
(Giorgi, 1997), the interview commenced with an open-ended question around 
the student’s suspension experience, in which, students were invited to lead the 
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direction and provide insight.  To control for individual differences in storytelling 
style of students’ subjective accounts, the researcher followed the initial open-
ended question with a semi-structured (Seidman, 1991) interview with the 
interviewer’s intense focus on the unfolding personal narrative. Wertz (2005) 
asserts, “the most outstanding quality of data sought by the phenomenological 
researcher is concreteness, that the descriptions reflect the details of lived 
situations rather than hypotheses or opinions about, explanations of, 
interpretations of, inferences, or generalizations regarding the phenomenon” (p. 
171). Thus, the interview protocol explores key parts in the chronology of the 
participant’s experience (e.g., what precipitated it, what resulted from it, how it 
felt), perceptions of relationships with teachers, peers, and at home, and 
perceptions of any positive supports or interventions should the initial open-
ended question yield abstractions or limited concrete statements. 
Polkinghorne (2005) describes the interview as a conversation consisting 
of a give-and-take dialectic in which the interviewer follows the conversational 
threads opened up by the interviewee and guides the conversation toward 
producing a full account of the experience under investigation (p. 140). Thus, 
follow-up questions were a combination of responsive ones specific to student 
articulations and selected ones from the interview guide. A partial form of 
member checking (Dodson, 2005, p.954) was used during the interviews to 
restate what the interviewer thought the participants said or meant in an effort to 
confirm accuracy with them.   
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The interview guide (Patton, 2002) served to prompt the interview with 
highlights, yet allowed for an unstructured experience, to let the students 
meander on the topic, rather than prescriptively controlling the interview process. 
Students’ original voices and the content of and meaning behind their stories 
may be accurate only within this school’s context and is not meant to reify a 
generalization.  The interviews were simply a way to tune into another human’s 
experience and extract meaning. Thus, they are illustrative, not definitive. Dr. 
Kimberly Howard provided supervision and feedback based on reviews of 
transcripts or audiotapes of the interviews.  
Student interviews demonstrated the perception that teachers’ 
expectations and school climate affect student engagement and reduce or 
increase problem behavior. Additionally, their experiences showed some 
unintended outcomes of present secondary school discipline policies favoring 
suspension, which were originally designed to enhance the learning environment, 
modify problem behaviors, and increase school safety.   
Archival records and document review. 
As a secondary source, descriptive reviews of sensitive indicator data 
collected from the school strengthened the understanding of the students’ school 
experiences.  The researcher obtained the following records from the school’s 
principal (as noted in the parent consent form) in electronic format: all documents 
detailing the number of out-of-school suspensions given to the students, 
disaggregated, if possible, by race/ethnicity of student, gender of student, age of 
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student, and grade-level. School discipline policy and school culture-related 
documents were requested and reviewed for context on disciplinary procedures. 
These documents contextualized the students’ experiences and were 
incorporated as needed by the researcher.  
3.4 Data Analysis 
Moustakas’ (1994) transcendental phenomenological model guided the 
data analysis of participants’ transcripts. Following a “phenomenological attitude 
shift” (Patton, 2002) by the researcher, data analysis is divided into three stages: 
phenomenological reduction, imaginative variation, and synthesis of composite 
textural and composite structural descriptions. The first two stages support the 
complex analysis of each student’s interview, while the last step is a compilation 
of the individual textural and structural descriptions forming a composite, and 
yielding the essential structures of the suspension experience. An “audit trail” is 
created throughout the process to establish consistency and transparency in the 
ultimate findings providing a mechanism for retroactive assessment of the 
conduct of the inquiry and a means to address issues related to the rigor of the 
research (Given, 2008). The Moustakas (1994) model includes: 
§ First, the researcher read the entire description (interview) to get a 
sense of the whole meaning prior to any analysis. 
Phenomenological reduction. 
§ Rereading the description and demarcating spontaneous shifts in 
meaning, or “meaning units,” in the text with a psychologically 
  
60 
sensitive interest (e.g., noting emotions) in the phenomenon of 
being suspended, with each meaning unit owning an equal value. 
These significant statements were gleaned from the transcripts and 
provided in a table so that a reader could identify the range of 
perspectives about the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994). In other 
words, the researcher identifies significant statements in the 
database from participants (co-researchers), and clusters these 
statements into meaning units, then themes. The possibilities, or 
horizons, that are thoughtfully considered within the researcher’s 
consciousness are the conditions of the phenomenon (La Cava, 
2014). 
§ During this stage, the researcher reflected on each and every 
meaning unit in order to discern what it revealed about the 
phenomenon or what research-relevant psychological insight can 
be gained from it. Then the analyst undertook a delimitation 
process whereby irrelevant, repetitive, overlapping data were 
eliminated (Patton, 2002, p. 486). Irrelevant data included tangents 
or anecdotes unrelated to the suspension experience, as well as 
non-repetitive meaning units. The result was invariant qualities and 
themes (i.e., universal aspects of the experience) in the individual 
then composite textural descriptions (revealing “what” happened). 
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Imaginative variation. 
§ A list of essential structural qualities of the experience viewed from 
many sides, angles, and divergent perspectives using the 
researcher’s imagination, yields the “how” of the experience coming 
to be what it is. Some structural qualities include: “the structures of 
time, space, bodily concerns, materiality, causality, relation to self, 
or relation to others” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 99). Using the example 
of Copen’s (1993) study of insomnia, serves to illustrate an 
individual’s structural description as “self in relation to time, 
obsessions with reference to time that stretch time and evoke 
anxiety, and restlessness” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 136), supported by 
verbatim excerpts from the co-researcher’s transcript. Shifting from 
individual to composite structural descriptions provides a way of 
understanding how participants experience what they experience. 
§ It should be noted that, “The phenomenological researcher does 
not remain content to grasp the obvious or explicit meanings but 
reads between the lines and deeply interrogates [the description] in 
order to gain access to implicit dimensions of the experience-
situation complex (Hertz, 2005, p. 172). 
Synthesis of Meaning and Essences. 
§ The final step of the analysis was the intuitive integration of the 
composite textural descriptions of the Reduction phase and the 
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composite structural descriptions of the Imaginative Variation 
phase, creating a unified statement of the meanings and essences 
of the phenomenon or experience (Moustakas, 1994). 
§ Hertz (2005) explains that in an advanced stage of the analysis, the 
researcher may deliberately abandon the epoche ́ and interrogate 
the situation in view of previously posited concepts and theories (p. 
172). 
§ In human science research, Moustakas (1994) posits that there is a 
direct personal connection between the researcher and the topic 
being investigated, sometimes described as a passionate interest. 
This interest aids in discovering the relationship between the 
external circumstances and internal experience.  
 
 Review and integration of the student record data was used to further 
contextualize the student experience (number of suspensions, gender, race). 
Qualitative analysis relies on various methods for systematizing and organizing 
data. The researcher used computer software (NVivo) for qualitative data 
analysis (QDA), for primarily sorting, formatting tables, and organizing data. In 
phenomenological research it is imperative that the researcher engages with 
each transcript in a manner that QDA software alone, cannot accomplish. 
This research analysis was an iterative process. “Glaser and Strauss 
(1967) suggested that the iteration of data collection continues until the 
description of the experience is saturated, that is, until the new sources repeat 
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what has been previously learned and no longer deepen or challenge the finding” 
(Polkinghorne, 2005, p. 140). The descriptions were transcribed and read all 
along the way versus waiting until all the data is collected. Moustakas (1994) 
describes the data analysis process as recursive and enriched by the 
researcher’s intuition, particularly at advanced stages of analysis. 
Beneficence is a consideration in this research study. Upon completion 
and publication of this study, the intent is that school site administrators will use 
the results to examine the student perspective in comparison to their school 
discipline policies and practices, and that it will expose areas where further 
research is needed. 
Researcher identity. 
Maxwell (2005) states that a goal in a qualitative study is to understand 
researcher influence and use it productively (p. 108-109).  To that end, self-
disclosure provides context for this study.  In the context of schools, the 
researcher is a former teacher, school counselor, assistant principal, and 
principal with over 25 years of experience in elementary, middle, and high 
schools. In the role of assistant principal, the apparent correlation between some 
students’ negative behavioral choices and subsequent disengagement with 
school, fueled questions regarding discipline policy efficacy and equity.   
Presently, the researcher is a doctoral student at Boston University.  In 
coursework, the researcher ran a pilot study at this charter school in 2011 where 
the school principal selected students to interview from the pooled group of 
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repeat offenders (students who were suspended multiple times). This work 
confirmed the interest in and need for the subject of this dissertation. 
In summary, the researcher’s experience as a former teacher, school 
counselor, and administrator, and the relationship to this charter school through a 
recent pilot study, presented a potential threat to this study’s objectivity.  The 
researcher worked to thwart experiential biases by remaining cognizant of them 
(through journaling and dissertation advisement), and open to the data.  The 
researcher’s aim was to see the students as they present, citing evidence of 
verbatim articulations and not imposing personal bias on them. Kvale and 
Brinkmann (2009) define this form of ethical objectivity as “freedom from bias 
[which] refers to reliable knowledge, checked and controlled, undistorted by 
personal bias and prejudice” (p. 242). 
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Chapter Four:  Findings and Presentation of Data  
4.1 Introduction  
 
 The goal of the current research is to describe the memories of the lived 
experience and essence of meaning for high school students who experienced 
one or more out-of-school suspensions (OSS) at a charter school in Boston, MA 
across the domains of school, home, and intrapersonal experiences. To better 
illuminate the phenomenon of being suspended out of school, the following 
research questions were designed: 
 
1. What are students’ perceptions of their experience of being suspended 
from school and how do they make meaning of it? 
2. What factors or circumstances precipitated the OSS?  
3. What are students’ perceptions of their relationships at home and at 
school as they relate to their suspension experience? 
4. What would students change about school discipline to help themselves, 
or other students, in the future?  
5. What are the consequences of being suspended? 
 The focus of this chapter is to present and examine the findings from the 
analysis of participant interview data and investigator memos designed to explore 
the lived experiences of 19 students. The goal of the data analysis is to identify 
themes among the participants’ experiences to better understand the essence of 
the suspension phenomenon as a whole by finding the most characteristic 
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accounts. ‘Essence’ refers to the core meaning of a participant’s suspension 
experience phenomenon that makes it what it is.  
 Table 1 presents the precipitating behaviors that were consequenced by 
suspension as reported by participants. Failure to attend detentions, receiving 
excessive demerits (12 or more), and fighting/physical aggression were the most 
commonly reported reasons for suspensions followed by threats, horseplay and 
use of obscene language. The instances ranged from students who were 
suspended once to a student who was suspended 24 different times during the 
school year with an average of six suspensions. 
 
Table 1 Reported Behaviors with the Consequence of Suspension     Frequency (n) 
 
Failure to Attend Detentions        9 
Excessive Demerits         8 
Fighting/Physical Aggression       8  
Threats (gang violence, to fight, language)      6 
Use of Obscene Language (derogatory words)     5 
Horseplay (“I didn’t follow the rules; I was a rebel.”)    5  
Insubordination          2  
Online Bullying         1 
Instigation/Heated Argument       2 
Lying           1 
Note. Many students had multiple suspensions therefore the frequency is greater than the n 
of 19 students. 
 
 The antecedents for student suspensions display a range of behaviors 
termed infractions.  Table 1 represents the variety of reported behavior 
categories resulting in suspensions and not the total amount of suspensions 
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students actually reported. In this study, some students were suspended multiple 
times for the same infractions and/or multiple times for a variety of infractions. 
When students had more than a couple of suspensions over time they tended to 
generalize their experience. For example, one 18-year-old described his 
suspension experiences in this way: 
At least 20 times, because I just didn’t follow the rules. I was a rebel. That 
was a time I wasn’t really doing anything. I just didn’t like the school and 
nothing about it. And I started to realize that’s going to affect me later. So 
in the last year probably I got suspended at least six, seven times. And it’s 
like going down, but like trying to keep it low, like real low. And one or two 
times is enough for the year. And we’re already in March so that’s good. 
(11th, AA male, 12 suspensions) 
 The reason excessive demerits and failure to attend detentions are the 
primary infractions for which students get suspended is rooted in the school’s 
mission, which includes a detailed discipline policy. The discipline code at the 
charter school where this study was conducted is built on a system of merits and 
demerits.  Wearing uniforms and shaping behavior through the use of a 
merit/demerit system are samples of behavioral cultural norms deeply ingrained 
at the school.  Academic and social norms are explicitly taught to all entering 9th 
graders in the Freshman Academy.  They are practiced regularly and feedback is 
delivered to students in an advisory merit/demerit report. One tenth-grade 
participant who had seven suspensions remarked on this distinction “If like 
Boston Public School students came here for a day they will be lost. They will get 
in trouble a lot because they are not used to that discipline and structure.” They 
approach discipline as a particular set of behaviors that must be taught, and the 
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responsibility of every adult in the building.  It is a school with clear, consistently 
enforced norms of behavior. “Talking in class. Like if you get sent out of class, 
that’s an automatic detention. Come in late, it’s like six demerits or 10…six 
demerits is an hour of detention. And then 10 demerits is two detentions, so 
basically two hours. And I don’t like serving either.” However, two participants 
reported that they changed the school discipline policies to be more tolerant in 
the last year or so: 
1. But I think it’s also been-- it changed, too, because last year you would 
get suspended for everything. This year, they changed it. Like last year, if 
you didn't serve your detention, you would just get suspended. But this 
year, if you didn't serve one, they’ll give you double. So like they’ve been 
more tolerant this year. (10th, AA male, 4 suspensions) 
 
2. Last year so many people were getting suspended for this, like, reason, 
like wasting our class time because we didn’t serve one hour after school, 
we're going to serve like a whole day out of school. So I feel like they 
realized it, too, and they were like, “We’ll just give them more hours or 
we’ll just add them on.” Because like last year, you didn't serve one, you 
would get suspended. (10th, Hispanic female, 2 suspensions) 
4.2 Stages of the Data Analysis Process 
 First, a description of the data analysis process is summarized. Following 
that each step of data analysis is explained and participant verbatim excerpts are 
analyzed resulting in theme formation. Finally, the composite textural-structural 
exhaustive description of the essence and meaning of the adolescent suspension 
experience is presented. 
  This qualitative study used the major stages of phenomenological analytic 
procedures as described by Clark Moustakas (1994). The central processes of 
this phenomenological work include: (1) phenomenological data 
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reduction/textural description of the data, (2) imaginative variation/structural 
description of the data, and, (3) synthesis of textural and structural descriptions 
to construct one composite of the meanings and essences of the suspension 
experience. Table 2 presents an outline of data reduction and synthesis of 
composite textural-structural descriptions. A significant distinction is that the 
textual descriptions for the interviews capture what the participants experienced 
as a result of being suspended, and the structural descriptions reflect how 
participants experienced it using relevant psychological insight.  
Phenomenological methods require the researcher to rewrite a specific statement 
in third person, which depicts the experience.  
Table 2      Phenomenological Construction of Composite Textural-Structural   
  Descriptions 
 
 
Bracketing 
ê  
Extracting Meaning Statements (Horizons) 
ê  
Delimiting Invariant Horizons 
ê  
Clustering Horizons into Core Themes and Sub-themes 
ê  
Individual Textural Descriptions 
ê  
Group Composite Textural Description 
ê  
Imaginative Variation 
ê  
Structural Themes 
ê  
Individual Structural Descriptions 
ê  
Group Composite Structural Description 
ê  
Synthesis of Composite Textural and Structural Descriptions 
ê  
Exhaustive Description of the Essence and Meaning of Being Suspended 
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4.3 Delimiting the Invariant Horizons and Cluster Core Themes  
 
 Initially, the researcher “bracketed” or abstained from incorporating 
preconceptions, experiences, viewpoints, or assigning theories to ensure 
freedom from bias while reading the interviews. It was crucial to gain a clear 
understanding of what the participants said before analyzing the data to ensure 
the accuracy of the participants’ perception void of the researcher’s bias. The 
second and third phases of analysis involved repetitively reading, extracting 
meaning statements or horizons, coding, theme building, and attaching 
descriptors to the data collected, eventually considering multiple perspectives.  
Any invariant horizons (or meaning units) that were not consistent with the 
research topic and focus were removed (a step called “delimiting invariant 
horizons”), yielding relevant invariant horizons and textural meanings of the 
phenomenon. Table 3 presents an excerpt of the process of delimiting the 
invariant horizons (irrelevant, repetitive, overlapping data are eliminated) and 
creating cluster core themes for participant 1. This delimitation and theme 
construction process was repeated for each interview culminating in the 
composite textural description representing the whole group. This composite is 
presented after the data presentation, in section 4.5. 
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Table 3       Excerpt of Delimiting the Invariant Horizons and Cluster Core Themes  
  for Participant 1. 
 
 
Self in relation to others  
§ Involves demands and expectations from teachers (class rules), administrators (the 
charter school ethos, rules, strict policies), and his mom, which he hasn’t always been 
able to manage well.  
§ Described relationships with peers and adults (teachers, counselor, administrator) as 
positive or negative, respectful or lacking respect 
§ Felt that some teachers’ moods or behaviors were influenced by outside situations 
§ Empathetic to mom; her view of him important 
§ Didn’t talk to anybody at school last year 
§ Felt he was being judged by some teachers (hypersensitive?) 
§ Last year major issues to contend with, which made him “angry, aggravated” outside 
school 
§ No dad around; mom missing work too costly (Personal hardship in life) 
 
Relationship with self  
§ His self-esteem suffers as he acknowledged his behavior is “dumb” and feels stuck at 
times in a negative pattern.  
§ Felt “bad” “dumb” “not a good feeling” “bored at home” and that the experience is “scary” 
§ Appreciates being more comfortable conversing more with teachers present year 
§ Stuck at times in a negative pattern/habit; becomes his norm 
 
Strong desire to be heard 
§ Commented on lack of due process, discourse, understanding, being listened to 
 
Equity/Fairness 
§ Suspension consequence was not commensurate to the infraction (skipping detention) 
§ Missing academics exacerbated the negativity of the OSS experience 
 
Perceived connectedness/Belonging 
§ Describes a presence or absence of connectedness to staff members around the OSS 
experience 
§ Connects to teachers who help him (advice, counseling, water break, listen to his side) 
§ Disconnects to those that don’t listen or care; correlates to his behavior 
 
Respect/Disrespect 
§ Strong desire for teachers to be respectful as adults to adolescents 
§ Referring to emotional safety: “For a relationship it should be a safe environment for 
every student.”  
 
Anticipates consequences at home and in school 
§ OSS on school record affecting college acceptance 
§ Fears mom’s angry reaction 
§ Loss of time in class and its repercussions 
§ He missed the structure of school with its familiar people and predictable schedule 
§ Bored at home 
 
Signs of self-awareness, reflection, and growth (Changes over time) 
§ Recalls prior year’s negative experience/feelings with OSS 
§ Attributes decrease in OSS this year to this reflection 
§ Recognizes relation to him feeling more aggravated, angry, disconnected to school last 
year contributed to OSS 
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4.4 Explanation of the Group Core Textural Themes and Sub-Themes 
 After creating invariant horizons and textural themes for each participant, 
the researcher then combined them into a group composite cluster of textual 
themes. Table 4 presents the group composite clustering of horizons into core 
themes and sub-themes.  Through this process, eight core textural themes 
emerged that were common to all participants in exploring their experience of 
being suspended. Within these themes, sub-themes were also listed, which were 
germane to the group experience. The major themes are: Self in relation to 
others, Relationship with self, Strong desire to be heard, Equity/Fairness, 
Perceived connectedness/Belonging, Respect/Disrespect, Anticipates 
consequences at home and in school, and Signs of self-awareness, reflection, 
and growth (Changes over time). In a cyclical fashion, ideas were initially created 
from the data, tested against new data extractions, and culled to expose the 
essence of the out of school suspension experience. Themes are organized in 
the order described in Table 4. An explanation of each core theme and sub-
themes follows this listing with some verbatim excerpts from participant 
interviews.  
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Table 4          Group Composite Cluster of Core Textural Themes and Sub-Themes  
  from Participant Interviews 
 
 
Self in relation to others  
§ Involves demands and expectations from teachers (class rules), administrators (the 
charter school ethos, rules, strict policies), and parent(s), and not always able to manage 
well  
§ Described relationships with peers and adults (teacher, tutor, counselor, administrator, 
family member) as positive or negative, respectful or lacking respect, caring or not caring 
 
Relationship with self  
§ Self-identity/Self-esteem weakened, or not 
§ Negative v. positive pattern/mindset 
 
Strong desire to be heard 
§ Lack of due process, discourse, understanding, being listened to 
 
Equity/Fairness 
§ Suspension consequence was not commensurate to the infraction  
§ Missing academics exacerbated the negativity of the OSS experience 
§ Consequence not evenly distributed (targeted) 
 
Perceived connectedness/Belonging 
§ Describes a presence or absence of connectedness to staff members  
§ Similarity with a staff member’s background increases the credibility of the message and 
relationship 
 
Respect/Disrespect 
§ Strong desire for teachers to be respectful as adults to adolescents 
 
Anticipates consequences at home and in school 
§ OSS on school record affecting college acceptance 
§ Parent(s) reaction mixed 
§ Loss of time in class and the repercussions (OSS on school record affecting college 
acceptance) 
§ Disruption to daily routine 
 
Signs of self-awareness, reflection, and growth (Changes over time) 
§ Maturity over time: Example – Many made an internal attribution for the cause of their 
suspension (taking ownership for the acting out behaviors) 
§ Recognizes relation to feeling aggravated, angry, disconnected to school as contributing 
to OSS 
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Self in relation to others  
 In adolescence obligations and responsibilities of the self result from the 
expectations of significant others in various important roles in their lives. In this 
context it involves demands and expectations from teachers (class expectations 
and rules), administrators (the charter school ethos, discipline code, college 
goal), peers (social capital), and parent(s).  
 Participant descriptions revealed a level of ambivalence, or presence of 
strong and often overwhelming simultaneous contrasting attitudes and feelings, 
toward teachers and other adults in the school. When the researcher asked “Do 
you think teachers view you differently from students who don’t get suspended?,” 
participants told of variability in teacher-dependent reactions; some who label 
them as “troublemaker” or “bad kid” and others who don’t judge them. One 
participant explained it this way: 
So, if you get suspended it’s like now you’re put on their radar and being 
the bad kid, the troublemaker, and stuff like that, even if that’s not the 
case. And the more times you get suspended the closer or the more 
permanently you’re on that radar. And I would notice like some of the 
things I would be able to do when I first came to the school I am not 
allowed to do now, and it’s like I can still do it but there is repercussions to 
it. And when it comes to other kids it’s like they can do some things that I 
can do, but instead of them getting caught doing it I would get caught, or 
they would think or assume for me. So, for instance, a good example is 
like we’re in class, everybody is talking, once I start talking it’s a problem. 
So it’s just like it’s different when you come back after you get suspended, 
because the word gets around quickly that you got suspended, real 
quickly. (11th, AA male, 12 suspensions) 
Another participant said: 
 
I think they do, but sometimes some of the teachers don’t. It’s really who it 
is.The teachers that don’t judge the students in different ways, I think 
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those teachers like shouldn’t really care what the other students that have 
been suspended to the ones that have not. They should just focus on what 
they have to do each day of the school year. And for the ones that don’t 
judge, I think they are doing a good job and they help, they help me try to 
not to get in trouble. (10th, AA male, 8 suspensions) 
 All participants described relationships with peers and adults (teacher, 
tutor, counselor, administrator, family member), as either positive or negative, 
respectful or lacking respect, caring or not caring. Several participants described 
variations of “caring” teachers that they perceived to be supportive and 
connecting, a few referring to them as like a “school mom.” One participant 
offered why he favored his teacher “Because she is strict but it is tough love.” 
Another said, “I really care…I really like all my teachers because they really care 
for me and they want to see me succeed. At some point in time they want to see 
me be great.” Another participant cited examples of support that demonstrated 
the teacher cared, “If I get aggravated they tell me to go drink at water breaks, 
counselor’s office if I’m feeling aggravated.” A few participant excerpts illustrate 
the range:  
1. It’s like some teachers that care about me…I have like two teachers 
that always care about me, like what I’m doing, how many demerits, how 
many detentions? And they’ll be like giving me advice and stuff like that. 
So that’s like the teachers that I can go to. And they’d be really 
disappointed. I would feel like they’re my mom, too. Like they’d be 
like…talking to me all the time, “X, you can’t be doing that. You can’t get 
suspended.” And when I come back I don’t want to show my face around 
them because I know they didn’t see me all day so they’re like 
disappointed like I got suspended. (10th, Hispanic female, 3 suspensions) 
 
2. I just feel like I’m special out of everyone because they’d be always on 
my back. And like…I like when they’re on my back, I like when they push 
me, like annoy me to do better. Like they really care. (10th, AA male, 4 
suspensions) 
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3. My tutor, Ms. X, she’s an amazing person. She is like, she teaches 
really good. Like sometimes she explains things better than my teachers. 
She is kind of like a mentor to me and my classmates. She is like a mom 
at some point as well. (10th, AA male, 24 suspensions) 
 
4. Like I know my tutor, he really cares for me. He wants to see me 
succeed. Like he really like…he stays after school with me. He helps me 
do my homework. He helps me study. Like he really cares for me. I feel 
like the love from him. (9th, AA male, 1 suspension) 
 
5. Mr. X, he has to do his job. He’s an administrator. So he gets on me but 
he also like schools me in like certain things and he be talking about 
things like that. And he really, he sees a side of me that I don’t really see 
in myself most of the time, which is being a leader, like I said. (9th, AA 
male, 3 suspensions) 
 
6. My other teacher would have to be Mr. X because Mr. X is the principal, 
is the vice principal of this school. And it’s like he’s more the chilled, 
relaxed kind of guy who actually listens to you and say, “Okay. Tell me 
what’s up. I’ll give my part. You give me your part, to try to figure 
something out together.” So me going to Mr. Williams is like, “Ah, thank 
you, Mr. Williams. I really needed to get that off my chest because, you 
know, I wasn’t feeling too good. But now getting that off my chest, saying 
what I have to say makes me feel better. And knowing that you were 
listening I kind of feel relieved that I can go back to class and do what I got 
to do.” (9th, AA male, 1 suspension) 
This participant shed a couple of tears when describing his advisor who he 
thought of as his “school mom:” 
There’s two teachers. My advisor and my Spanish teacher, Ms. O and  
Mr. G. Like they really…like I know Ms. O. I think, I look at her like a 
school mom, kind of. I don’t tell her that but I really care for her and I really 
appreciate her helping me. Like because I remember freshman year I 
really struggled, like bad. And right when I got to her advisory she made 
me feel really welcome. And I never got to tell her that. (11th, AA male, 1 
suspension) 
 Contrastingly, many participants shared stories of teachers who they felt 
weren’t as invested in their success. One participant stated it this way, “Some 
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teachers don’t even care. Like they just give out the work and don’t help you after 
school. It’s all on you.” Others reported contrasting responses to being 
suspended. Two participants shared these descriptions: 
Yeah. So it’s like some teachers are really good and they’ll just be like, 
“Get your stuff together” and they’re really motivating, and then other 
teachers are just like, “Well, you got suspended.” And they’ll look at it like 
why you got suspended and that’s what they’ll look out for, so if you do it 
again they want to make sure you get in trouble for it this time so that you 
won’t keep doing the same mistake over and over again. (11th, AA male, 
12 suspensions) 
 
They were like, depending on the teacher, they were really high or they 
were really, really low, as really high is like, “You need to get your stuff 
together. I believe in you. You can still do it.” Or really low as like, “It’s up 
to you now. I don’t care no more. I care because I have to care, but 
whatever you do is on you.” That type of thing. (9th, AA female, 7 
suspensions) 
 Many participants described the reactions of their peers as mixed. “My 
friends will be asking, ““Oh, what happened?” And I’d be like, “Nothing, 
everything’s fine.” But I just go through my regular day.” One participant 
described how students are aware of those students who repeatedly “get in 
trouble” stating, ”So I think there are like students that get in trouble a lot or get 
demerits a lot, get suspended…it’s noticeable.” Another description: 
Some think it’s funny. They ask me what I did at home, why I didn’t come 
to school yesterday. For the others, some other students, they tell me why 
I did this, or, “Why are you doing this? It’s not you.” And I just say to them 
that I just think it’s funny, and for the other kids I just tell them what 
happened. And sometimes I tell them not to do it. (10th, Hispanic male, 8 
suspensions) 
In general, the student experience of being suspended was not 
significantly affected by changes in peer interactions. This is consistent with 
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Costenbader’s and Markson’s (1998) quantitative comparative study of 
secondary school students who were either suspended internally, externally, or 
never suspended, which reported that students did not differ in their self-ratings 
of their social skills with peers. However, in the current study many participants 
missed the routine of being in school with others. 
I mean they want me to stop being…they don’t want me to like be bad. 
They want me to…they want to see me succeed pretty much. They don’t 
want to see me get in trouble and just focus on school. (10th, AA male, 24 
suspensions) 
 Experiencing a personal hardship in life (caregiver challenges around 
mental health, drug addiction, absence, anger) was a sub-theme several 
participants shared that they perceived affected their behavior in school. For 
example, being retained and missing a parent’s presence “And my dad’s in Cape 
Verde because he’s a handicap.” Another participant explained how last year he 
had “major issues” to contend with, which made him “angry,” and “aggravated” 
outside of school, he had no dad around, and was concerned about his mom 
missing work to come to school when he was suspended. 
My dad, he’s here and there. I mean I don’t live with my parents. Like my 
mother, when she, when I was younger, my aunt took me in because she 
was on drugs and my dad in and out of jail. So I didn’t really have the best 
upbringing. (9th, AA male, 3 suspensions) 
Similarly, a participant described a negative view of and relationship with his dad 
who he felt was not there for him as a child, and presently as an adolescent: 
He’s aggravating me. So like he left my life for the first part, and then he 
came back for the second part, and it was kind of weird because I was 
already like a grownup and he missed almost half of my life. And then he 
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bought a house for us and he is doing all these things now. And I 
appreciate it, but it’s like you could have done that when I was little. It 
would have meant more to me than it does now. So I don’t really, like 
anything I’m going through I’m not going to go to him, because it feels 
weird. (11th, AA male, 12 suspensions) 
Relationship with self  
 
 Adolescent problem behaviors such as those leading to school 
suspension are connected to self-efficacy in this stage of continued identity 
development. The participant’s belief in his/her ability to execute more 
acceptable behaviors is affected by his/her self-esteem. Many participants 
shared negative patterns or “habits” they struggled to change and as a result, 
internalized negative self-identities. One participant reported feeling “bad” “dumb” 
“not a good feeling” “bored at home” and described the experience as “scary.” 
His fear was facing his mother’s disappointment and the possibility it would 
impact college acceptance stating, “Because getting yelled at by your mom, 
obviously, I had that, and it going on your college record.” Yet, this pattern 
became his norm during his freshman year. Upon returning to school after a 
suspension, he commented, “We have a meeting to discuss what I did, what 
should I do better, and I tell them what I’ll do better, but sometimes I really don’t. I 
don’t do it.” He regrets his behavior stating, “Yeah. It was like a serious thing 
what happened. It feels like dumb what I did.  Yeah. I don’t know why I did it.” 
However, unfavorable suspension memories impacted his present year choices 
as a deterrent, which is a positive outcome of being suspended, “I remembered 
from last year, all the things that happened to me last year. I didn’t want to 
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repeat. And then last year it was like a habit.”  Decreased suspensions also 
benefit his relationship with his mother, “She’s happy about that that I didn’t get 
suspended as much as last year. She has been happy about me not swearing, 
like angering down at those teachers.” And his self-esteem improved, “I’m also 
happy about that.” Others shared similar experiences “But I feel like some of my 
actions sometimes don’t want me to see good. Sometimes the things that I do it’s 
like, what are you thinking? Sometimes I’d be thinking like what was I thinking?” 
I kind of felt like angry and a little bit like disappointed. Because when I get 
in trouble, I think back-- at least every time I get in trouble, I think back, 
what did I do, like I’m not going to do this again. But sometimes I just jinx 
myself and it happens again. But yeah, I would think that I was 
disappointed and angry. (10th, Hispanic female, 3 suspensions) 
 
Because you don’t have the energy to do…I just feel that bad that I don’t 
feel like doing anything else. I just feel like thinking about what I did wrong 
and just…Sleep it off, yeah. (10th, Hispanic female, 3 suspensions) 
 A lack of self-control or self-regulation spawned by anger toward teachers 
appears to be related to this student’s repeat suspensions “I get suspended 
because, I think I just do it for the people. I think it’s funny. Yeah, for humor. But I 
also think it’s like I get aggravated with some of the teachers and that’s where I 
just burst out random things that come out of my mouth which I don’t mean.” He 
lacked confidence in his ability to exert control over his own motivation and 
behavior. “I just…I was a troublemaker I guess. I didn’t really…like I knew what 
was right and what was wrong but I still…I guess I still did it anyway. So I got 
suspended a lot.” This participant described how he internalized negative 
feelings as he struggled to change his pattern of behavior: 
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Bad about myself. Like I could have prevented it. Because like 
when…they don’t just suspend you. They actually talk to you and try to get 
to better ways to prevent that from happening. So like I go home and think 
about it more, like find a way within myself to get out of the habit of 
detention, earning detention. (10th, AA male, 7 suspensions) 
Strong desire to be heard 
 Many participants who experienced multiple suspensions spoke of 
wanting due process or an opportunity to talk with the teacher or administrator 
and have a voice in the matter. Others, who had only one or two suspensions for 
minor offenses, did not report a strong desire for conversation over mitigating 
circumstances or to help make better choices. A sentiment echoed by several 
students was the limited discussion, if any, that accompanied getting suspended, 
articulated by this participant who said, “I would have understood if they gave me 
like a couple of detentions or something, or like wanted to talk to me further to 
see, to look deeper into the problem they suspended me.” Another participant 
offered, “They don’t be hearing out the kids.” This excerpt suggests a desire to 
build a relationship with her teacher: 
They could… a meeting… they could do a meeting with me, the teacher, 
and an administrator, talk about if we have any problems with each other, 
what am I going to do to change better, what is the teacher going to do to 
change, and how we’re going to be calm through the year without 
swearing or being rude with each other.  (9th, AA female, 4 suspensions) 
 
For a relationship it should be a safe environment for every student. If it 
was a serious consequence you shouldn’t just suspend the person like 
that, you should go more in depth and see what really happened, not just 
what the teacher says.  (9th, AA female, 4 suspensions) 
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Two participants detailed how discourse with a supportive adult in school should 
look: 
I feel like a good role model is somebody that can relate to you and show 
you like what you’re doing wrong and show you how to fix it, but also take 
in any input and what you think.  (11th, AA male, 12 suspensions) 
 
She will sit me down and be like, “[NAME], this is what you have to do. I 
made you a guide for you to not get like overly…like you feel like you have 
too much on your plate.  (9th, AA female, 5 suspensions) 
Equity/Fairness 
 Many participants felt that the consequence of being suspended was not 
commensurate to the infraction particularly those who were suspended for 
excessive demerits or detentions. “Sometimes it was actually like my mom was 
sick, I had to take care of my brothers, I had to pick up my brothers after school, 
things like that.” This participant feels it’s “unfair” to receive a suspension for not 
wearing proper uniform gear: 
When I feel like the suspension wasn’t my fault, where I feel like that was 
not a reason to suspend me. It feels unfair. I’m not going to suspend a 
child for having the wrong belt or shoes. Because if it is winter and it is 
snowing on the ground and I forget my shoes or my belt and you’re 
sending me home, I’m not coming back to school. I didn’t want to come to 
school in the first place in this weather. So I would make it where keeping 
the kids in schools…  (12th, AA female, 3 suspensions) 
Another participant explains how suspensions should be for major infractions, not 
minor ones: 
Definitely being derogatory. We can’t being saying words like gay, words 
like retard. We can’t use those words because they are offensive and I 
agree. Using words like those would definitely…I would suspend students 
for that. Fights. Like classrooms, like blow-ups and arguments, 
disrespecting teachers, things like that. But it would have to be…like if you 
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just tell, ask the teacher why you got a demerit, that’s not something you 
should get suspended for; maybe a demerit or detention but not a 
suspension. But students also get suspended for things that are like 
minor, like I said, getting sent home for belt and shoes. And like I said, that 
is not a reason for a child to be at home, not getting, not learning because 
they don’t have their belt. (12th, AA female, 3 suspensions) 
This participant described how when both of them involved with inappropriate 
banter were suspended, if felt fair: 
I just said like some in appropriate things. I really don’t even want to say it. 
He also got suspended because he was doing jokes as well, so. He was 
making jokes about me as well, and my friend. So it was like it is kind of 
even. But then we both got suspended for it. (11th, AA male, 1 suspension) 
Others described instances when the suspension consequence was not evenly 
distributed:  
Like, I would be… I don’t even know how to describe it. I would be angry 
about like me getting suspended because I never-- like sometimes I used 
to… yeah, I agree that it was my fault that I got suspended, it was all on 
me. But sometimes I feel angry that it wasn’t me, it was just somebody 
that snitched on me. And like I hate that, when they put stuff on me but it 
wasn’t actually me. (10th, Hispanic female, 3 suspensions) 
Given the violent nature of this incident, another participant felt that he should not 
have been suspended as he described, “fighting with a knife to my stomach in 
boy’s bathroom.” He explained: 
“I was actually threatened. I got suspended and so we went to court and 
we had a trial. And the dude, the kid that threatened me, he was expelled 
from the school and he was given a restraining order. It was in lunch when 
it first started. We was saddle fighting, not really fighting, making fists. And 
when we went into the bathroom, I went and I found him there. And so we 
had… he came up to me and pulled out a knife and then put it up to my 
stomach. And then I really don’t know why I got suspended, but I was just 
trying to defend myself. I said, “Stop fighting like a little bitch.” So he put 
the knife away. Right when he put it away, that's when the teacher came 
and he saw something. He saw something and then he put both of us in 
  
84 
separate rooms and he-- every time he would go and ask which one had 
something in our pockets, and so he checked on us and he ended up-- he 
found the kid with the knife.   I don’t really know-- yeah. I don’t really know 
why I got suspended, but. (9th, AA male, 1 suspension) 
However, what he failed to understand was that his level of engagement (“saddle 
fighting,” “making fists,” and instigating “stop fighting like a little bitch”) was likely 
the reason for his suspension. From his perspective there was no dialog with 
adults at school after the event as the focus was on the student who threatened 
with the knife. 
 Many participants felt the loss of time in class and the repercussion of a 
negative affect on academics was too high a price to pay for “minor” infractions 
(skipping detentions or excessive demerits). Missing academics exacerbated the 
negativity of their out of school suspension experience. Two participants sum up 
the experience noting negative and positive feelings stating, ”Because I’m 
missing all my classes and work and I feel bad. Everyone is in school and I’m 
not. I mean some people think it’s like cool but at the end of the day you’re 
missing out on learning,” and, “Disappointing. Because it’s just disappointing 
because you’re being foolish. You got to miss out a whole day of work and then 
you have to make it up after.” 
I’m losing a lot of learning time from all the--Yeah, from the other classes I 
missed. And when I try to do the homework I don’t get it, because I wasn’t 
there for that class day, so I’m losing like an hour, maybe two for each 
class. And I think they should like do something, suspend people for 
serious consequences, not like for skipping detention and stuff like that.  
(10th, Hispanic male, 8 suspensions) 
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Perceived connectedness/Belonging 
 Participants described a presence or absence of connectedness to 
various staff members, which affected their sense of belonging to the 
school/classroom community. Most shared how they connect to teachers who 
“help,” “care,” or “mentor” them, “I like teachers on my back. That shows that they 
care.” This participant felt teachers treat students as “equals” and although they 
are disappointed when students get suspended, they still have positive “energy” 
toward the students: 
It’s like when a student can feel comfortable around them and like there’s 
this energy. Like when students walk in, there is already energy. It doesn’t 
matter what time of day it is. (10th, AA male, 7 suspensions) 
Some participants disconnect to those teachers or administrators who “don’t 
listen” or “care” and a few believe it negatively affects their behavior. 
I had a terrible math teacher. And she is kind of…I don't know if she is to 
blame but she is the reason why I’m really bad at math. Like she…I think 
she is bipolar, maybe. But she didn’t know how to teach math properly. 
Well, I bet…I think she taught math okay but like she didn’t like me. So 
she always kicked me out for no reason. Sometimes I don’t…I do 
something small, like get out of my seat to thrown something away and I 
would just be sent out.  (10th, AA male, 24 suspensions) 
 Participants described instances when owning a similarity with a staff 
member’s background increased the credibility of their message and subsequent 
strength of their relationship. A sense of belonging was rendered from their 
commonalities: 
And I feel like when teachers do that yeah they’re doing their job, but I feel 
like they need to get the kids more engaged and it’s like if somebody is 
going through something and they went through something and you know 
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about it it’s like-- I don’t want to say get in their business, because a lot of 
kids don’t like that, but just take what they’re going through into 
consideration and just work with them. (10th, AA male, 8 suspensions) 
This young woman would like to learn from adults who can relate to her situation 
and believes this would help avoid future suspensions: 
Someone who has been through what I’ve been through with the attitudes 
and with the arguing, stuff like that, because if I know that you’ve been 
through what I’ve been through then it can make me understand maybe 
you do understand where I’m coming from and maybe I shouldn’t be doing 
what I’m doing. (9th, AA female, 7 suspensions) 
Another participant had several male mentors who inspired him (uncles at home, 
vice principal at school, another man at the community center). He shared how 
he could “relate to them” because they had a similar background. They helped 
him to understand the relevance of education because he could relate to them: 
Yeah. I think like if anything it was the people, like the adults I was 
surrounded by in the school and outside. So like my uncles are a big part 
of my life, so anything they say I take it into consideration, so they helped 
me realize a lot. I feel like there is really only one person in this school, Mr. 
X [VP]. He is my advisor too. He has also helped me realize a lot. And I 
feel like just me and him can relate more to a lot of things versus other 
teachers in school, so I take what he says into consideration more than 
other teachers, and that helped me a lot too, because it’s like he would 
take what somebody else already went through so you don’t have to go 
through it again, and it will change everything. (11th, AA male, 12 
suspensions) 
He is toying with the temporal dimensions of past, present, and future, which 
constitute the horizons of a person’s (his) temporal landscape. The vice principal 
talks with him about how his education impacts his future and college. The 
community member presents choices he has and how it can impact his future. 
And his uncles understand his past and how it affects his present situation, 
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especially in dealing with his mother. He describes this dynamic as: 
My uncles, it’s because if it’s anything dealing like with home and my 
mom, they were raised with her so they know like her like the back of their 
hand. So it’s always good to see her point of view and where she comes 
from, because when she is yelling and screaming I’m not listening to her, 
because nobody wants to hear that, so it’s good to sit down and talk to my 
uncles about situations and how can I learn from it, how can I not do it 
again. And I do the same thing with Mr. X, but with Mr. X, he puts the 
aspect of like education and the future versus as my uncles are just like 
right there in the present, like what’s happening, like the situation 
happening now. I also have like another mentor in my community center 
and he is kind of like, he yells a lot, but that’s just how he talks, and he just 
puts it in the aspect of, also like Mr. X, education, but he focuses more on 
like what I’m doing now so that the future is better versus as like Mr. X 
what I’m doing now and that can affect the future and what can I do now 
that can change the world. And he can relate to whatever I’m going 
through, so that’s good too. (11th, AA male, 12 suspensions) 
He feels it’s imperative that the adults in schools can relate to him through 
shared experiences: 
Yeah, because I feel like, because like the guidance counselors, like the 
paid guidance counselor is supposed to be here or whatever, I feel like 
they can’t relate to if we’re talking about something. It’s like they already 
have a script they have to go through versus like my uncle and Mr. X who 
really have been through it before and it’s one of those things.(11th, AA 
male, 12 suspensions) 
Respect/Disrespect 
 Mutual respect between students and adults at school was important to 
many students “For a relationship it should be a safe environment for every 
student.” This participant was discussing his role in turning around his behaviors 
to become more respectful and avoid future suspensions in light of the fact that 
he would be in a certain teacher’s class for the entire school year “Like not 
respectful. Yeah, to the teachers that teach us for the whole year. We’re going to 
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be seeing each other every day.” These two participants commented on the 
teacher’s role: 
I want teachers to be respectful, respectful, mostly happy every day, not 
like all mad all day about something that happened to them, and just do 
what they have to do and then every day.(10th, AA male, 9 suspensions) 
 
This year I started doing better, because actually I wasn’t feeling good 
from last year. These teachers I have now are more respectful than the 
other ones. The other teachers were all rude to me. I didn’t really like them 
at all. These help me. These teachers help me more, give me more advice 
on what to do. (10th, AA male, 4 suspensions) 
Anticipates consequences at home and in school 
 The charter school where the study was conducted has a central focus on 
college acceptance written in its mission and articulated in myriad ways 
throughout the school community. It is a central part of the school’s culture. Many 
students registered concern of the impact on their school record affecting college 
acceptance. “Scary…Because it’s kind of like I built up kind of like a hunger for 
education now, so it’s like I’m trying my best to keep, or I’m trying my best to get 
out of here and to get ahead with good enough grades so I can go to college.” 
This participant felt she “matured” since freshman year and had a “reality check” 
stating: 
Like nobody in my family has went to college and I realize that with the 
attitude that I had last year and how I was like doing in school, that was 
not going to get me any closer to getting to college or being that one 
change in my family. So I was like I have to get it together. (10th, Hispanic 
female, 3 suspensions) 
 Participants described a variety of parent reactions to their suspension 
experience. “She would do the motherly thing, yelling, screaming.” This 
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participant demonstrates empathy for causing mom stress/loss of time at job for 
re-entry meetings at school: 
She don’t like that. She doesn’t like it at all. She thinks that-- She gets 
mad at me, obviously. She says things, she asks me, “Why? What 
happened? Was anybody aggravating you?” And then I’m going to tell her, 
“No, nobody was. I was just doing it for the laughs.” Then she comes up 
every morning to have a meeting, which she doesn’t like, because she has 
to go to work. And then they just talk about it. They make me sign a form, 
telling me if I do it again I get more days of suspension. (10th, AA male, 7 
suspensions) 
 
They should, don’t have the meetings in the mornings, because parents 
have to go to work around those times. You could do it after school or 
something and if you’re going to call them call them while they’re out of 
work, not during what they’re doing. (10th, AA male, 7 suspensions) 
Another describes regret in disappointing his father: 
 
They just talk and talk. And I hate when my dad is mad at me because 
then I can’t ask him for nothing. Me and my dad have a good bond, like I 
can talk about anything. And when he’s mad at me I’m just like who do I 
have? I just don’t like when he’s mad at me. So I try to not get suspended 
because I just don’t want him like get mad at me, because like that’s the 
worst part. (9th, AA male, 1 suspension) 
A few students mentioned how parents became desensitized when the number 
of suspensions rose. Two participants expressed this well, the first one noting 
that experience has shown him the he is the only one who can change the 
pattern: 
You know, like on the walk home…when I get suspended, my mom 
doesn’t pick me up. She wants me like to think about that I did. It is just 
like a long…it is like dreadful. Because you know I did something wrong. 
And I embarrassed myself and my mom, my parents. As soon as I 
approach like the door it just sinks in. It is just like I put my head down and 
go to bed because I don't know. [Feeling] Terrible. I feel like, is that the 
right word, remorse? They talk…well, I’ve been suspended so many times 
to the point like my parents don’t really care no more. Well, my mom 
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doesn’t really care anymore. She’s talked to me so much. So it’s like all on 
me to decide what I’m going to do with my life, I guess. (10th, AA male, 24 
suspensions)  
 
So yeah, she does that. But as I’m getting older it’s kind of like she is not 
really caring as much. She is just like, “Do what you have to do to 
graduate and just follow the rules.” And now when I get suspended I just 
go home and I just do all the work I’m going to miss and the work that I 
probably didn’t do the night before, and I do that as early as I can, 
because I know at the end of the day I’m going to have things to do. But 
we’re talking about me getting suspended when I was a freshman, it was 
bad. I couldn’t do nothing. Punishment. All that good stuff. (10th, AA male, 
4 suspensions) 
 Many participants miss the structure of school, in particular, its familiar 
people and predictable schedule, on days that they stay home as a result of 
being suspended. The customary ritual of going to school each weekday 
provides a basis for social relationships with the goal of attending college. Social 
capital, an essential feature of the school community, is weakened when 
students are excluded from attending school as a result of suspension. Several 
students commented on it. One mentioned, it’s “Kind of weird because I’m so 
used to like coming here.” Another said,  
It feels bad. I don’t really like it. And I mean I’m just bored at home. I don’t 
get to talk to none of my friends while they’re all at school. And the 
teachers, there is some teachers I miss just for not coming. And that was 
my fault for doing those things I did. (9th, AA female, 7 suspensions) 
Signs of self-awareness, reflection, and growth (Changes over time) 
 The honest perceptions of their specific roles in the behavior-discipline 
dynamic illustrated maturity and developmental growth as they at times 
objectively described their subjective experience.  Several participants made an 
  
91 
internal attribution for the cause of their suspension (taking ownership for the 
acting out behaviors), which demonstrated growth and maturity over time 
(freshman year to becoming an upperclassman).  
A lot, because you are missing out on everything. They teach us at the 
beginning of the year, like every minute in school is crucial because they 
only have a certain amount of time to teach you before they actually test 
and MCAS and stuff. So they need like every minute of it. And I 
understand that now. Because like when I come back it’s just like I don't 
know what to do. It’s my fault. It’s not the teachers’ fault because I wasn’t 
there. So it really gets you thinking, is it worth it getting suspended or is it 
worth actually learning the material. (10th, AA male, 7 suspensions) 
One student shared his personal growth (significant decrease in the number of 
suspensions), attributed his decrease in suspensions to his “reflections,” and 
perceived that administrators were “giving him more chances” than in the past.  
This student described becoming more self-reflective and recognizing cause and 
effect from external influences/experiences and how they affected his behavior 
and relationships inside school (last year): 
I’m seeing a counselor every week. She helps me with my anger. She 
gives me a stress ball so to calm down. She gives me advice on what to 
do and what not to do. I also take breaks outside. I go in the hallway, walk 
around real quick. And I also talk to the teacher after class on what they, 
what I think they’ve done wrong or what I’ve done wrong.  
Q:  So that you think has made a difference or not from last year?  
A:  It made a big difference from last year. Last year I didn’t want to talk to 
nobody. Last year I was more aggravated, this year it was different. There 
was a lot of different things happening to me last year. And I brought it 
from outside and inside. So I brought the outside anger to in here. (10th, 
Hispanic male, 8 suspensions) 
Another participant (who had the greatest number of suspensions and the 
hardship of repeating freshman year) was introspective and owned a desire to 
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rise out of the dark or negative behaviors and feelings to see the “light:”  
I mean because I’m going to be 18 soon. Like my parents are not going to 
be there holding my hand. Like if I go to college, they’re not going to be 
there the whole time to walk me through everything. So I guess they 
realized that…they can’t change…they can’t change my behavior. They 
can try but they can’t really change it. So it’s all on me to change myself. I 
guess you get tired after a while. Sometimes you just get tired doing the 
wrong thing so you just want to do the good thing for once. And then you 
see the light, I guess. (10th, AA male, 24 suspensions) 
4.5 Composite Textural Description of Being Suspended 
 The individual textural descriptions for each participant (see Appendix D 
for an excerpt) were analyzed to construct the composite textural description. 
The invariant meanings and themes of each participant were analyzed in 
depicting the experiences of the group as a whole to construct the composite 
textural description. This includes themes common to most or all interviews, as 
well as individual variations. The following presents the self-perception of the 
group of participants as a whole: 
 Adolescence is a time of internal (emotional, hormonal) and external 
(social environments) disruption. Participants described a range of emotions 
“angry,” “sad,” “regret,” and “bored,” and many social conflicts related to 
suspension. In adolescence obligations and responsibilities of the self result from 
the expectations of significant others in various important roles in their lives. In 
the school context it involves demands and expectations from teachers (class 
expectations and rules), administrators (the charter school ethos, discipline code, 
college goal), peers (social capital), and parents (academic achievement, 
attendance). Participants struggled with one or more of those contexts leading to 
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suspension. 
 All participants described some negative feelings associated with their 
suspension experience, however they varied in intensity and were largely 
connected to the antecedent that precipitated the suspension. In general, the 
more serious the infraction (physical assault, threats, violence) the greater the 
gravity of negative impact perceived. For other participants who experienced 
“minor” offenses (excessive demerits, failure to attend detentions) the 
suspension consequence felt “unfair” and not commensurate to the infraction. 
Shifts from internalizing to externalizing blame were frequent. As reported by 
participants, the chief concerns of being excluded from school are time not spent 
with peers and missed academic work.  
 All participants questioned relationships with adults at school. Participant 
descriptions revealed a level of ambivalence, or presence of strong and often 
overwhelming simultaneous contrasting attitudes and feelings, toward teachers, 
other adults in the school, and themselves. Unfavorable relations included staff 
members who labeled them a “troublemaker” or “bad kid” and teachers who 
“judge[d]” them. All appreciated staff members who “help,” “care,” “respect,” or 
“mentor” them, which often were support staff members (tutors, advisors). 
Feeling cared about and respected were nearly universal tenets among 
participants. Many participants spoke of wanting due process or an opportunity to 
talk with the teacher or administrator and have a voice in the matter and to share 
mitigating circumstances. 
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 At some point in high school every participant experienced a growing 
awareness or awakening in which unquestioned beliefs were discovered. For 
some it was fairly immediate and for others it took months or years. These 
experiences usually occurred in conjunction with feelings of shame, “regret,” 
“disappointment,” and “remorse.” Several participants made an internal 
attribution for the cause of their suspension (taking ownership for the acting out 
behaviors), which demonstrated growth and maturity over time. Reflections 
included, “It’s my fault.” “It’s all on me to change myself.” In summary: 
Sometimes you just get tired doing the wrong thing so you just want to do 
the good thing for once. And then you see the light, I guess. I guess when 
you get older and you realize like everything you do, everything you did 
bad, it was just really unnecessary and pointless. (10th, AA male, 24 
suspensions) 
 Adolescent problem behaviors such as those leading to school 
suspension are connected to self-efficacy in this stage of continued identity 
development. The participant’s belief in his/her ability to execute more 
acceptable behaviors is affected by his/her self-esteem. Many participants 
shared negative patterns or “habits” they struggled to change and as a result, 
internalized negative self-identities, if only temporarily for some. Participants felt 
“bad,” “dumb,” “disappointed,” and “bored,” and described the experience as 
“scary.”  Fears were centered on parental disappointment and the possibility of 
impacting the opportunity to attend college. Some had pervading feelings of 
frustration and self-contempt. 
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4.6 Imaginative Variation 
 During the imaginative variation phase, a list of essential structural 
qualities of the experience viewed from many sides, angles, divergent 
perspectives, employing polarities and reversals using the researcher’s 
imagination, yields structural themes, or the “how” of the experience coming to 
be what it is. The researcher engaged in the process of imaginative variation to 
construct the structural themes and their descriptions by considering underlying 
themes and contexts. It is noteworthy to point out that the researcher’s 
experience as a teacher, counselor, and school principal was highly useful in 
varying the possible meanings of participants’ suspension experiences.  
4.7 Structural Themes in the Suspension Experience 
 Table 5 depicts the four structural themes, which capture the participants’ 
self-perception of the meaning and essence of the suspension experience. 
These emerged from the review then clustering of the previously constructed 
textural themes, use of imaginative variation (across time, space, cause, and 
relationship to self and others), and reflection. Themes will be organized in the 
order described in Table 5, and an explanation of each core theme follows this 
listing with illustrative excerpts from participant interviews.  
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Table 5  Four Structural Themes Emerged from the Clustering of Textural   
  Themes 
 
 
A perceived connectedness to adults makes a meaningful difference in student 
relational strength 
   
Equity matters 
   
Contextual Consequences 
   
Signs of self-awareness, reflection, and growth (Changes over time) 
   
 
A perceived connectedness to adults makes a meaningful difference 
in student relational strength 
 For this structural theme, the participants’ school experience served as the 
primary system for social interactions. Relationships with their teachers, tutors, 
advisors, administrators and counselors at school help them form their identity. 
Additionally, their family and community relations can make a meaningful 
difference in trusting, caring, and supporting the participants. 
 However, the adolescent experience of out-of-school suspension is a 
disruption to the daily routine, which compels one to face consequences in a 
variety of contexts: home, school, and the student’s future. Often participants are 
looking to others for assistance in navigating the experience. Their perceived 
connectedness to adults plays a significant role in how participants internalize or 
externalize the experience. Connectedness, in this respect, means that students 
feel and act as if they are joined or linked to one or more adults in the school, in 
some meaningful way.  This connection makes a difference in their school lives 
and by extension they are linked to the school.  Embedded in the descriptions of 
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the suspension experience were many examples of either the presence or 
absence of perceived connectedness to staff members.  This made a marked 
difference in the students’ perception of their suspension experience and their 
outcomes in school. They shared several instances where the absence of being 
connected to adults exacerbated their negative school and suspension 
experiences. 
Equity matters 
 As participants considered antecedents and consequences, many 
expressed frustration with the perceived lack of impartiality of consequences, 
often when two or more students were involved. Some felt handicapped by 
personal hardships in their environment or life that may have contributed to their 
sense of right and wrong.  And a few others explained incidents where they felt 
“targeted” by a teacher based on their past transgressions, with little or no 
opportunity to explain. 
 When the researcher inquired about making meaning out of their 
suspension experience by hearing “their thoughts and feelings” suggesting they, 
“think back to when you were being suspended,” the answers revealed a 
frustration with not being listened to by various staff members. They wanted due 
process, to be able to share the mitigating circumstances in hopes of gaining and 
understanding or at the very least, some empathy.  
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Contextual Consequences 
 Being suspended out of school is a disruption of daily routine. This 
disruption compels one to face consequences in a variety of contexts: home, 
school, and the future (as illustrated in the verbatim excerpts listed under Group 
Core Textural Themes and Sub-Themes). Indirectly and over time, the 
consequences of out-of-school suspension affected this 18-year-old participant’s 
thought process when he realized he had good opportunities in his future, if he 
only got “his stuff together:” 
And suspending, getting suspended is supposed to like stop that, but even 
when I was little that didn’t stop it. Mainly like realizing-- Okay, basically 
going outside and seeing what I could be and what I want to be. So like 
going outside and it’s like the direction I was heading, it was basically what 
everybody else was doing, like going to work, hanging around, doing 
nothing versus as me going to work and people working for me and I’m 
the person calling all the shots and stuff like that. So it’s like once I 
realized that it’s like I need to get my stuff together, because that’s not 
going to be handed to me. I have to work for it. And it’s hard, because I 
was all the way at the bottom of the ladder. It’s hard to climb that ladder. 
It’s real hard. (11th, AA male, 12 suspensions) 
Signs of self-awareness, reflection, and growth  (Changes over time) 
 Various social contexts and interactions during adolescence provided 
environments that supported a transition from focusing on self to focusing on self 
in relation to others. This more expansive thinking enabled participants to 
consider multiple perspectives and broaden their worldview (as illustrated in the 
verbatim excerpts listed under Group Core Textural Themes and Sub-Themes). 
In doing so, participants experienced a decrease in repeated suspensions and an 
increase in their connectedness to adults at school. 
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 This student’s description illustrates a changed mindset from not caring 
about the impact of his actions in ninth-grade to a shift of self-awareness and 
growth more recently in eleventh-grade (11th, AA male, 12 suspensions): 
I feel like I get mad really easily. Like for me it’s either I’m mad or I don’t 
care. And when I’m normal I’m normal, but like when I have the I don’t 
care attitude it’s whatever, and when I have the mad attitude it’s like I’m 
mad and I’m still not going to do whatever you tell me to do. So it’s kind of 
like I had to find motivation in myself, like besides all the mentors that I’ve 
had to really keep going, because there has been some times I’ll be at the 
Dean and it’s like I really don’t care about what they say. It doesn’t matter. 
Like whatever punishment they’re going to give me I’ll just go with the 
flow. And then there is other times where I disagree with everything and 
I’m making a big scene, like, “Do I have to?” And it’s like you fight fire with 
fire, you’re just going to get burned. And suspending, getting suspended is 
supposed to like stop that, but even when I was little that didn’t stop it. 
 
I feel like I feel different now than then, because back then I had like a 
careless mind, like I didn’t care about nobody, I didn’t care about school, 
the policy, my future, any of that, and then as I grew up and matured it’s 
like these things are going to affect you if you keep doing these things. So, 
it’s like I started realizing the older I got, which is usually how it works. 
 
Because it’s kind of like I built up kind of like a hunger for education now, 
so it’s like I’m trying my best to keep, or I’m trying my best to get out of 
here and to get ahead with good enough grades so I can go to college.  
 Grit is having resilience in the face of failure or adversity and having deep 
commitments that you remain loyal to over time. This participant’s response aptly 
illustrates that concept: 
My mindset was like if I act up they’re just going to expel me and I can get 
put into public school and I can be with all my friends. And then I was like 
why do that, why do that if you’re already here? And at that point I was 
getting suspended and I’ve already made some good friends and why let 
go of all of that to go to a new school I don’t know nobody, 90 percent of 
my friends are not going to go to the school I’m going to get sent to when I 
get expelled. So, I was like, “I’m just going to stick it out. Even if I get bad 
grades, even if I get kept back I’m just going to stick it out until I get my 
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diploma, because there is no point in re-starting over or jumping ahead if 
you don’t have to. (11th, AA male, 12 suspensions) 
 As they reflected and became more self-aware over time, participants 
wrestled with conflict between their thought processes and their actions. 
Participant ambivalence surfaced frequently as they tried to reconcile their 
behavior choices that led to suspension, with their clarity of thinking when not in 
the moment: 
Change. Like I get suspended, I’m going to be like, I’m not going to do this 
anymore. I want to like change. I always say like I’m going to change but I 
never do it. I want to like change my outlook on like life and school and I 
want to like be a good person for once. I don’t want to waste my time with 
things that really don’t matter. I want to spend my time doing my work so I 
can succeed in life and not be like a bum. You know? (10th, AA male, 24 
suspensions) 
4.8 Final ‘Words’ 
 At the end of the interview, the researcher asked each participant this final 
question, “Can you choose two to three words that best describe your experience 
of being suspended out of school and explain?” The words “boring,” 
“disappointed,” and “fun” were the most frequent responses mentioned five, four, 
and three times, respectively. “Bad,” “a break,” “regret,” and “scary” were each 
mentioned twice, and the remaining words received a single mention. It is 
important to note that while “fun” was the initial response for five students, it was 
juxtaposed with other feelings such as, “sad,” “scary,” “distracting,” and “regret” 
revealing the negative impact they felt. One participant who selected “boring” as 
one of his descriptions summarized it like this: 
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Because when you’re outside of school, for me, I feel sad. Like I know 
what I should have did was like, I should never did it. And I feel sad 
because like I’m not in school and I like school. School is like…that, 
honestly, if I had to pick like to go to school or stay home, some days I 
would want to stay home because like you are just not in it. Being at home 
the whole week, while everyone is in school, there is no one you can hang 
out with. Yeah, that’s sad. (9th, AA female, 5 suspensions) 
 
And boring, that’s the reason. And I said petty because honestly--Yeah, 
because of what I did had to be so small and then like not petty but 
probably petty, but like so small and like…I should never do what I did to 
get suspended. 
 All participants described some negative feelings associated with their 
suspension experience, however they varied in intensity and were largely 
connected to the antecedent that precipitated the suspension. In general, the 
more serious the infraction (physical assault, threats, violence) the greater the 
gravity of negative impact perceived. A few felt that time away provided them “ a 
need[ed] break from school….To refresh and refocus.” Four appeared 
discouraged with themselves, one commenting that he was, “Disappointed in 
myself.” A participant who was retained freshman year after serving over 15 
suspensions, summarized his experience stating, “It taught me a lesson. It got 
me mature.”  
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Figure 1.    Participant Responses Reflecting Suspension Experience  
 
 
This word cloud depicts the participant responses to the question: Can you choose two 
to three words that best describe your experience of being suspended out of school? 
The larger font reveals a greater the number of participant responses. 
 
4.9 Composite Structural Description of Being Suspended 
 As mentioned earlier in this chapter, the individual textural descriptions for 
each participant, imaginative variation, and reflection were used to construct 
each individual structural description (see Appendix E for an excerpt) of the 
experience of being suspended out of school. These individual structural 
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descriptions were analyzed in depicting the experiences of the group as a whole 
to construct the composite structural description. This includes themes common 
to most or all interviews, as well as individual variations, including the factors that 
precipitated the lived experience. By nature of being a “composite” themes and 
examples from individual participant descriptions are repeated. The following 
presents the self-perception of the group of participants as a whole: 
 The adolescent experience of out-of-school suspension is a disruption to 
the daily routine, which compels one to face consequences in a variety of 
contexts: home, school, and the student’s future. Often participants are looking to 
others for assistance in navigating the experience. Their perceived 
connectedness to adults plays a significant role in how participants internalize or 
externalize the experience. The desired qualities in a teacher are to be 
supportive and nonjudgmental, engaged and caring about the students.  Not just 
handing out papers and collecting, but believing in the students, caring about 
what they are going through and helping them to succeed. The desired qualities 
in parents are support and understanding.  
 A degree of separateness permeates as participants are excluded from 
the social norm of attending school. Usual contacts are blocked and 
connectedness diminished (“can’t text” or “talk” with peers; no teacher 
interaction; often, parental sanctions). The more frequent the suspensions and 
serious the violations, the stronger the feelings and experience of exclusion and 
disconnection. For some participants, recovery from separation begins 
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immediately upon re-entry and connectedness resumes. 
 The customary ritual of going to school each weekday provides a basis for 
social relationships with the goal of attending college. Social capital, an essential 
feature of the school community, is weakened when students are excluded from 
attending school as a result of suspension. There are adolescent forces at play, 
which affect the participants’ sense of self. Their changing identities and their 
effect on their future, and the way they see themselves changes in response to 
social contexts such as peers, family, and the school environment. When 
returning from a suspension participants are confronted with ambiguity around 
their social existence at school: the reversible possibilities of being disciplined or 
disruptive, engaged or disengaged in their relationship with others. Participants’ 
described how adults and peers were persuasive in both positive or negative 
ways during this re-entry. Their self-identities shape their perceptions of 
belonging so “welcoming” staff members who “care” and “support” students 
made a positive relational difference in their lives and effected changes in 
behavior. Conversely, for some participants, judgmental, “uncaring” staff 
members or peers negatively impacted a sense of belonging and change. Over 
time, participants reflected and became more self-aware with varying degrees of 
behavior change, and in varying timeframes. 
4.10  Composite Textural-Structural Exhaustive Description of the 
Essence and Meaning 
 The final stage was the synthesis of the composite textural and composite 
structural descriptions into a composite textural-structural exhaustive description, 
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which describes the essence and meaning of being suspended. This final 
synthesis of the data involved creating a unified statement describing the 
essence of the phenomenon of the adolescent experience of being suspended 
out of school. Throughout the analysis direct quotations from interviews were 
used to illustrate these ideas and ground the analysis in the participant 
experience. As this is a composite of the textural and structural composites, 
some text will be repeated from those. The following presents the composite 
textural-structural exhaustive description of the essence and meaning: 
For the most part, the participants have experienced out-of-school 
suspension as a disruptive state of being. The adolescent experience of out-of-
school suspension is a disruption to the daily routine, which compels one to face 
consequences in a variety of contexts: home, school, and the student’s future. 
Consequently, suspension rarely renders positive feelings, except with regard to 
serving as a temporary “break” from school when they can “sleep.” In fact, all 
participants described some negative feelings associated with their suspension 
experience, however they varied in intensity and were largely connected to the 
antecedent that precipitated the suspension. Participants’ chief concerns of being 
excluded from school are time not spent with peers and missed academic work.  
A degree of separateness permeates as participants are excluded for the 
social norm of attending school. Usual contacts are blocked and connectedness 
diminished (“can’t text” or “talk” with peers; no teacher interaction; often, parental 
sanctions). The more frequent the suspensions and serious the violations 
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(physical assault, threats, violence), the greater the gravity of negative impact of 
perceived exclusion and disconnection. For some participants, particularly those 
one-time offenders of a minor infraction (excessive demerits, failure to attend 
detentions), recovery of separation begins immediately upon re-entry and 
connectedness resumes. Those with minor offenses often described the 
suspension consequence as “unfair” and not commensurate to the infraction. 
More often there is less consciousness and energy expended toward fully 
examining and understanding the motivation of their patterned behaviors when 
prodded by external influences (teachers, administrators, parents) until enough 
time passes, and the negative consequences associated with school exclusion 
feel limiting. Then participants become internally ready to change on their own. 
That’s not to say they don’t require supports from adults and others in this 
process, quite the contrary. Often participants are looking to others for assistance 
in navigating the experience. Their perceived connectedness to adults plays a 
significant role in how participants internalize or externalize the experience, as 
suspension severs their sense of connectedness. 
Adolescent problem behaviors such as those leading to school 
suspension are connected to self-efficacy in this stage of continued identity 
development. The participant’s belief in his/her ability to execute more 
acceptable behaviors is affected by his/her self-esteem. Many participants 
shared negative patterns or “habits” they struggled to change and as a result, 
internalized negative self-identities, if only temporarily for some. Participants felt 
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“bad” “dumb” “not a good feeling” “bored at home” and described the experience 
as “scary.”  Fears were centered on parental disappointment and the possibility 
of impacting the opportunity to attend college.  
The customary ritual of going to school each weekday provides a basis for 
social relationships with the goal of attending college. Social capital, an essential 
feature of the school community, is weakened when students are excluded from 
attending school as a result of suspension. There are adolescent forces at play, 
which affect the participants’ sense of self. Their changing identities and their 
effect on their future, and the way they see themselves changes in response to 
social contexts such as peers, family, and the school environment. When 
returning from a suspension participants are confronted with ambiguity around 
their social existence at school: the reversible possibilities of being disciplined or 
disruptive, engaged or disengaged in their relationship with others. Participants 
described how adults and peers were persuasive in both positive or negative 
ways during this re-entry. Their self-identities shaped their perceptions of 
belonging so “welcoming” staff members who “care” and “support” students 
made a positive relational difference in their lives and effected changes in 
behavior. Conversely, for some participants, judgmental, “uncaring” staff 
members or peers negatively impacted a sense of belonging and change. Over 
time, participants reflected and became more self-aware with varying degrees of 
behavior change, and in varying timeframes. 
All participants questioned relationships with adults at school. Participant 
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descriptions revealed a level of ambivalence, or presence of strong and often 
overwhelming simultaneous contrasting attitudes and feelings, toward teachers, 
other adults in the school, and themselves. Unfavorable relations included staff 
members who labeled them a “troublemaker” or “bad kid” and teachers who 
“judge[d]” them. All appreciated staff members who “help,” “care,” “respect,” or 
“mentor” them, which often were support staff members (tutors, advisors). 
Feeling cared about and respected were nearly universal tenets among 
participants. Most participants spoke of wanting due process or an opportunity to 
talk with the teacher or administrator and have a voice in the matter and to share 
mitigating circumstances. 
At some point in high school every participant experienced a growing 
awareness or awakening in which unquestioned beliefs were discovered. For 
some it was fairly immediate and for others it took months or years. These 
experiences usually occurred in conjunction with feelings of shame, “regret,” 
“disappointment,” and “remorse.” Shifts from internalizing to externalizing blame 
were frequent. However, several participants made an internal attribution for the 
cause of their suspension (taking ownership for the acting out behaviors), which 
demonstrated growth and maturity over time. Reflections included, “It’s my fault.” 
“It’s all on me to change myself.” 
Participant Recommended Changes at School 
 The final piece of wisdom that could be gleaned from participant 
interviews involves ways that adults, teachers, administrators, or school systems 
  
109 
could change in terms of school discipline. Additional ways are devised by the 
researcher based on participant input and outlined in the ‘Implication for Action’ 
section of Chapter 5. However, in their own words below, participants provide a 
view that depicts the variety of thoughts and insights the group described: 
I feel like the thing you should do is just have mentors or people that care 
about the students, like they did me. I wouldn’t change the discipline 
process, because it helps you realize what you’re doing now, it’s not going 
to be acceptable when you step out of high school. And it’s like yeah, 
every little thing you do they take in account and you get in trouble for it, 
but I feel like those are the things that you’ll deal with, those are bad 
habits that you’re going to keep pursuing, and the more you keep doing it 
the worse it’s going to get. And I feel like you should just keep it the way, 
the policy the way it is. (10th, AA male, 24 suspensions) 
 
I would tell them to only suspend the kids for serious consequences. It 
depends on what they did. So not like for the detention, skipping 
detentions, or… (10th, Hispanic male, 8 suspensions)  
 
Oh my God! First, the shoes, and tuck it, and black belt…no, no, let them 
wear any kind of belt, any kind of shoes. That don’t matter as long as you 
got your shirt and khakis, or black or blue pants, you’re fine. That’s crazy. 
Then the Deans…If I was a Dean, oh my God. Like they don’t be hearing 
out the kids, like let them talk to you and express their feelings. You don’t 
just got to give them detention all the time. Ah! (10th, Hispanic female, 2 
suspensions) 
 
I would be real with the students. Like, they don’t have to lie. Just be 
honest. Like be honest, “What did you do wrong?” I want to say, “What did 
you do wrong?” And I like give them a reasonable punishment. I got to 
have like a connection with the students. I can’t just be like the person 
who just ruins your life like, “I’m going to give you like five hours of 
detention.” They are going to be in a bad mood. I guess they are going to 
be like in a bad mood. I don't know. I don’t want them to hate me. I want 
them to realize what they are doing and why it’s wrong. I guess you give 
them a pep talk about it. Ask them personal…not personal questions but 
ask them like what is going on at home that is making you do this? Like 
what is going on in your life that’s affecting you that you can’t really do you 
work? Or why can’t you behave properly, I guess. (10th, AA male, 24 
suspensions) 
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So, I haven’t really negotiated with them, but I’ve been working with the 
Vice-Principal and my advisor, and he created this like study hall after 
school which is basically conference zone, do your work, and listen to 
music, you can eat food, just get your work done. And that’s a good way to 
get my detentions taken away and it’s a lot better than being in detention, 
because there is a lot more stricter rules in detention versus as getting 
your work done but still having the privilege to get water if you’re thirsty or 
go use the bathroom. (11th, AA male, 12 suspensions) 
 
They should give students a chance to explain a reason. I know some 
students they are going to lie about certain things. But everybody 
deserves a chance to hear like their point of view. Because somebody 
says it’s you’re like, “Oh. I’m going to have to do this, this and that.” 
Should give students a chance. They are suspending them. Like talk to 
them. Have one-on-one counseling. Like ask them why, this and that. 
(10th, Hispanic female, 2 suspensions) 
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Chapter Five:  Discussion of Findings, Implications, and Limitations 
Introduction 
 This chapter presents a summary of the study and important conclusions 
drawn from the data presented in Chapter Four. It provides a discussion of the 
implications for action and recommendations for further research.  
5.1 Summary of the Research Study and Findings 
 This section will include a brief overview of the problem, a review of the 
methodology of the study, and a summary of the major findings. 
The problem. 
 “Zero tolerance” is a policy mandate that is enacted in schools through 
their discipline policies by assigning an increasing number of out-of-school 
suspensions to students for a variety of behaviors—some by law—illegal 
substances, violence, criminal activity (Robers et al., 2013), others dictated by 
school or district-designed policy (fighting, horseplay, truancy).  Currently, nearly 
100 percent of public school districts adhere to a zero-tolerance suspension 
policy, and since the 1970’s there has been a 50 percent increase in student 
suspensions (U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights, 2014). This is 
worrisome for many reasons, not the least of which is the correlation between 
student behavior problems and academic underachievement (Lopes, 2005) as a 
result of school exclusion by suspension. However, this trend is slowly changing 
in response to the U.S. Department of Education’s and the U.S. Department of 
Justice’s January 2014 issuance of guidance to assist public schools in meeting 
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their obligations under Federal law to administer student discipline without 
discriminating on the basis of race, color, or national origin.  
 The consistent documentation of disproportionality of race, gender, 
disability status, and socioeconomic status (SES) represented in suspension 
data surfaces as a common concern in schools (USDOE, OCR, 2014). For 
example, male students (particularly African American), students of color in 
general, and students with disabilities comprise a disproportionate number of 
suspensions nationwide (Massachusetts Appleseed Center for Law and Justice, 
2009; Rennie Center, 2010; Skiba, 2008; Skiba & Noam, 2002; USDOE, OCR, 
2014).  In another significant 2011 report, Education Interrupted: The Growing 
Use of Suspensions in New York City’s Public Schools, Brown University 
researchers analyzed 449,513 suspensions served by New York City students 
from 1999 to 2009 and found that the number of suspensions served each school 
year nearly doubled over the decade – even though the student population has 
decreased over the same period (NYCLU, 2011).    
 The authentic voice of the 19 students who were the recipients of 
suspensions and exclusion in this study (the affected students), will likely provide 
substantive data relevant for current policy debates on the effectiveness of zero 
tolerance, particularly for infractions of a minor nature; minor defined as non-
serious offenses (not involving violence, criminal activity, or illegal substances).  
 Data from the selected charter school comprises the data set for this study 
because this school is a bellwether that reflects among the highest OSS trends in 
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the state of Massachusetts. The intent of this study is to generate insight into 
contemporary perceptions of the adolescent OSS experience, which may be 
used to: (1) inform school discipline policy and decision-making, (2) improve 
existing protocols and practices, (3) evaluate intended and unintended outcomes, 
and (4) provide implications for further research on intervention or prevention.  
The summary. 
 As described in Chapter 3, the following five general research questions 
guided this study to answer the broad question, How do adolescents in an urban 
setting understand their experience with out-of-school suspension?   
1. What are students’ perceptions of their experience of being suspended 
from school and how do they make meaning of it? 
2. What factors or circumstances precipitated the OSS?  
3. What are students’ perceptions of their relationships at home and at 
school as they relate to their suspension experience?    
4. What would students change about school discipline to help themselves, 
or other students, in the future?  
5. What are the consequences of being suspended? 
The data yields results across research questions that are interrelated. Thus, the 
results are discussed by theme and will, where appropriate, reference the 
research questions addressed in particular discussion sections. 
 
The phenomenological analytic procedures as described by Clark 
Moustakas (1994), were used in this study to examine the subjective experience 
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of adolescents who experienced suspension out of school at a charter school in 
Boston, MA. Through this process, the participants shared the following 
information: The precipitating behaviors causing participants to be suspended as 
reported by students included a failure to attend detentions, receiving excessive 
demerits (12 or more), and fighting/physical aggression as the most commonly 
reported reason for suspensions followed by threats, horseplay and use of 
obscene language. The instances ranged from students who were suspended 
once to a student who was suspended 24 different times during the school year 
with an average of six suspensions. The reason excessive demerits and failure to 
attend detentions are the primary infractions for which students get suspended is 
rooted in the charter school’s mission, which includes a detailed discipline policy. 
The discipline code at the charter school where this study was conducted is built 
on a system of merits and demerits. One participant remarked on this distinction 
“If like Boston Public School students came here for a day they will be lost. They 
will get in trouble a lot because they are not used to that discipline and structure.”  
It is a school with clear, consistently enforced norms of behavior designed to 
create an optimal learning environment based on mutual respect. 
 Eight major textural themes emerged that were common to all participants 
in exploring their experience of being suspended, namely: (1) Self in relation to 
others, (2) Relationship with self, (3) Strong desire to be heard, (4) 
Equity/Fairness, (5) Perceived connectedness/Belonging, (6) 
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Respect/Disrespect, (7) Anticipates consequences at home and in school, and 
(8) Signs of self-awareness, reflection, and growth (Changes over time).   
 Following the review then clustering of the previously constructed textural 
themes, four core structural themes emerged as described in the data: (1) A 
perceived connectedness to adults makes a meaningful difference in student 
relational strength, (2) Equity matters, (3) There are contextual consequences, 
and (4) Signs of self-awareness, reflection, and growth (Changes over time). 
After constructing composite textural and composite structural descriptions for all 
individual participants, the final stage was the synthesis of the composite textural 
and the composite structural descriptions into one composite textural-structural 
exhaustive description of the meaning an essence of the suspension experience 
of participants.  A discussion of the results obtained in this study and their 
relationship to the existing literature follows. 
5.2 Discussion of the Findings Related to the Literature  
 In this section the four core structural themes will serve as the framework 
for an integration of findings with existing empirical and conceptual literature. The 
findings add to the growing empirical evidence regarding the negative impact of 
school exclusion resulting from external suspensions, particularly for minor 
offenses. 
A perceived connectedness to adults makes a meaningful difference in 
student relational strength 
 
Anne Wheelock (2008), a research associate with the Progress through 
the Education Pipeline program at Boston College's School of Education, 
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researched school suspension and its relationship to the school-to-prison 
pipeline in MA schools. Wheelock argues that “[they] come to believe that "school 
is not for me,” which increases the possibility of dropping out (Delisio, 2007). 
Students who find themselves habitually suspended suffer serious negative 
academic and social consequences, become disengaged, and often lean toward 
dropping out of school.  Wheelock (2008) argues that many 9th graders 
increasingly face a “bottleneck” and are stuck, failing to proceed successfully to 
the 10th grade due to a lack of support for attendance and disciplinary standards. 
They become disconnected.  
Durlak et al. (2011) completed a meta-analysis of 213 school-based, 
universal social and emotional learning (SEL) programs involving 270,034 
kindergarten through high school students, and found: “… many students lack 
social-emotional competencies and become less connected to school as they 
progress from elementary to middle to high school, and this lack of connection 
negatively affects their academic performance, behavior, and health” (Blum & 
Libbey, 2004; as cited in Durlak et al., 2011, p.2). 
In an extensive report supported by a grant from the U.S. Department of 
Defense, Blum (2004) draws on research and examples from public schools 
across America, and describes seven qualities that influence students’ positive 
attachment to school: 
Having a sense of belonging and being part of a school 
Liking school 
Perceiving that teachers are supportive and caring 
Having good friends within school 
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Being engaged in their own current and future academic progress 
Believing that discipline is fair and effective 
Participating in extracurricular activities 
 
Many participants in this study described struggles with several of these qualities, 
which they perceived affected their behavior resulting in suspension. Blum (2004) 
furthered, “These factors, measured in different ways, are highly predictive of 
success in school. Because each of these seven factors brings with it a sense of 
connection —to oneself, one’s community or one’s friends—it is clear that school 
connectedness makes a difference in the lives of American youth” (p.1). 
  Self in relation to others.  
 All participants described relationships with adults at school as either 
supporting or hindering their suspension experience. Participant descriptions 
revealed a level of ambivalence, or presence of strong and often overwhelming 
simultaneous contrasting attitudes and feelings toward teachers, other adults in 
the school, and themselves. Unfavorable relations included staff members who 
labeled them a “troublemaker” or “bad kid” and teachers who “judge[d]” them. 
This perspective of some participants of being judged by teachers in that way, is 
corroborated by survey results from an extensive study reported in Teaching 
Interrupted, Public Agenda (2004) that presented several key findings from a 
national random sample of 725 middle and high school teachers and 600 
parents. The authors included a teacher’s anecdote that demonstrates how 
suspensions are not working as deterrents to problem behavior in schools, where 
the teacher stated, “You can check the school suspension lists.  You recognize 
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the names over and over again. If you see them on your list, you know what to 
expect” (p. 13).  The authors used this quote in the report as rationale to justify 
why the perceived chronic “troublemakers” should be removed from school 
through suspension, rather than considering alternate forms of both prevention 
and intervention. The teacher’s comment implies preconceived expectations for 
student behavior based on their names having been on the “list.” This conception 
mirrors what participants described in feeling “judged” or “targeted.”  
 Not surprisingly, all participants expressed appreciation for staff members 
who “help,” “care,” “respect,” or “mentor” them, which often were support staff 
members (tutors, advisors). Feeling cared about and respected by adults were 
nearly universal tenets among participants. Their perceived connectedness to 
adults plays a significant role in how participants internalize or externalize the 
experience. The desired qualities in a teacher are to be supportive and 
nonjudgmental, engaged and caring about the students.  Not just “handing out 
papers and collecting, but believing in the students, caring about what they are 
going through and helping them to succeed.” The tutorials and after school 
assistance provided at the charter school by tutors is academically focused, and 
some students reported feeling deeply supported and cared about by their tutors. 
The charter school documents describe the tutorial opportunities as follows: 
The students work with their tutors on literacy and numeracy skills, one 
hour each day, for the entire school year. 10th and 11th graders 
participate in additional MCAS prep and SAT prep.  Finally, tutors provide 
additional support after school to students who need extra help in specific 
classes.  Extended day academic support meets twice a week and groups 
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of two struggling students work with a tutor on class content and 
homework. 
 Students’ perceived connectedness helps build their relational strength to 
folks in the school. It illustrates how they are “fundamentally relational and that 
our psychological development necessarily occurs in and through continuous 
engagement and mutual participation in relationships with others” (Spencer, 
2002, p. 2).  Through these relationships, students build a confidence and 
competence to test-out growth-oriented behaviors and receive more positive 
outcomes in doing so.  In solid, respectful student-teacher or student-
administrator relationships, there are perceived supports where perhaps, they 
were none before in previous situations, and students learn to trust adults.  This 
connectedness sets the foundation for developing more positive relationships as 
success breeds success.  
  Relationship with self.  
 A central task of adolescent development is identity formation, from both 
external (self in relation to others) and internal (relationship with self) influences.  
Adolescent problem behaviors such as those leading to school suspension are 
connected to self-efficacy in this stage of continued identity development. The 
participant’s belief in his/her ability to execute more acceptable behaviors is 
affected by his/her self-esteem. Many participants shared negative patterns or 
“habits” they struggled to change and as a result, internalized negative self-
identities, if only temporarily for some. Participants felt “bad” “dumb” “not a good 
feeling” “bored at home” and described the experience as “scary.”  Fears were 
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centered on parental disappointment and the possibility of impacting the 
opportunity to attend college. Some have pervading feelings of frustration and 
self-contempt.  
 A lack of self-control or self-regulation spawned by anger toward teachers 
appears to be related to some participants’ repeat suspensions “I get suspended 
because, I think I just do it for the people. I think it’s funny. Yeah, for humor. But I 
also think it’s like I get aggravated with some of the teachers and that’s where I 
just burst out random things that come out of my mouth which I don’t mean.” This 
finding is consistent with Costenbader’s and Markson’s (1998) quantitative study 
of secondary school students who were suspended, which found that forty 
percent of the 140 students who responded in the survey indicated that their 
major problem was ‘‘Self-control…I have trouble controlling my behavior.’’  
 A degree of separateness permeates the participants’ suspension 
experience as they are excluded from the social norm of attending school. Usual 
contacts are blocked and connectedness diminished (“can’t text” or “talk” with 
peers; no teacher interaction; often, parental sanctions). The more frequent the 
suspensions and serious the violations, the stronger the feelings and experience 
of exclusion and disconnection. For some participants, recovery of separation 
begins immediately upon re-entry and connectedness resumes, for others it 
takes longer. 
 The customary ritual of going to school each weekday provides a basis for 
social relationships with the goal of attending college. Social capital, an essential 
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feature of the school community, is weakened when students are excluded from 
attending school as a result of suspension. There are adolescent forces at play, 
which affect the participants’ sense of self. Their changing identities that effect 
how they perceive their future and the way they see themselves changes in 
response to social contexts such as peers, family, and the school environment. 
When returning from a suspension participants are confronted with ambiguity 
around their social existence at school: the reversible possibilities of being 
disciplined or disruptive, engaged or disengaged in their relationship with others. 
Adults and peers were persuasive in positive or negative ways during this re-
entry. Their self-identities shape their perceptions of belonging thus, “welcoming” 
staff members who “care” and “support” students can make a positive relational 
difference in their lives and may effect changes in behavior. Conversely, 
judgmental, “uncaring” staff members or peers can negatively impact a sense of 
belonging and change. In the Boston Public Schools (2006) dropout study, youth 
and adult voices asserted, “The relationships between students and teachers–
and other caring adults–are the most important factors in students’ school 
experience, whether positive or negative” (Boston Youth Transitions Task Force, 
2006, p. 3).  
 Research demonstrates that students need a sense of belonging in 
schools and quality relationships with at least one supportive adult (Spencer, 
2002) to prosper developmentally and steer away from serious behavioral 
infractions. This relationship connection to school increases the likelihood of 
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academic and social success.  “Relational theory in general emphasizes that the 
human being is fundamentally a part of a network of relationships.  Mitchell 
(1988) argues that the relational perspective sees the person as continually 
motivated by the need for relationship and an active participant in shaping the 
internal consequence of external experience” (as cited in the Center for 
Progressive Development, 2009, para. 2).  “Relational/cultural theory… holds 
that the ability to participate in mutually empathic relationships is both the primary 
goal of development and the mechanism through which development occurs” 
(Spencer, 2002, p. 6).   Further, Spencer (2002) notes that “research on risk and 
resilience…has found one “supportive” relationship with an adult to provide 
significant psychological protection for adolescents” (p.2).  Likewise, 
Northeastern University’s Rennie Center for Education Research and Policy 
(2010) reports that “developmental research suggests that certain characteristics 
of secondary schools, including school discipline policies, are at odds with many 
of the developmental challenges of adolescence, such as the need for close peer 
relationships, support from adults other than one’s parents, identity negotiation, 
autonomy and academic self-efficacy.” (p. 4). Data from participants in this study 
are consistent with these reports. 
 Recent research illustrates the positive impact of student connectedness. 
Bradshaw, et al. (2014) drew on data from over 25,000 high school students 
(46% minority), using a series of exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses to 
examine the fit of the Maryland Safe and Supportive Schools Climate Survey with 
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the USDOE model. Focusing on safety, engagement, and environment in 
studying school climate, student, teacher, and whole-school connectedness were 
assessed using items, which examined the perception of teacher behavior (my 
teachers listen when I have something to say and my teachers tell me when I do 
a good job), student-teacher relationships (students trust the teachers and 
teachers respect the students), the perception that students helped, respected, 
liked, and trusted one another, and students’ general perception of belonging (p. 
597). 
The engagement domain comprised the majority of the items on the 
survey, including subscales pertaining to teacher connectedness, student 
connectedness, academic engagement, whole-school connectedness, 
culture of equity, and parent engagement. In contrast to the well-
researched construct of connectedness, there has been relatively limited 
research on the culture of equity and fairness. Yet, in this study, we found 
this to be an important indicator of student engagement. In fact, emerging 
research has shown that in schools where students perceive a better-
structured school, fair discipline practices, and more positive student-
teacher relationships, the student behavioral problems are lower (p. 597). 
In the study’s conclusion, there is a recommendation to schools/districts to use a 
full and accurate measurement of student perceptions of school climate to make 
data-based decisions in selecting the appropriate evidence-based programs. 
Equity matters 
Many participants spoke of wanting due process or an opportunity to talk 
with the teacher or administrator and have a voice in the matter to share 
mitigating circumstances. Procedural due process is mandated by the U.S. 
Supreme Court for short-term suspensions of up to ten days. Goss v. Lopez, 419 
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U.S. 565 (1975)17 ruled that before sending a student out of school for a 
suspension, due process must include: “(1) oral or written notice of the charges; 
(2) an explanation of the evidence if the student denies the charges; and (3) the 
opportunity for the student to present his view of the incident” (Zirkel, Richardson, 
& Goldberg, 2001, p. 72) to an impartial decision-maker (e.g., a school 
administrator), except in emergency situations (Alexander & Alexander, 2011, p. 
520). Supreme Court Justice Stephen Breyer summed up the limitations of the 
role of the courts in undermining school authority stating, 
Students will test the limits of acceptable behavior in myriad ways better 
known to school teachers than to judges; school officials need a degree of 
flexible authority to respond to disciplinary challenges; and the law has 
always considered the relationship between teachers and students 
special. (Arum & Preiss, 2009, p. 59) 
However, Meek (2009) warns that, 
A closer look at Goss, as well as at subsequent Supreme Court case law 
on the constitutional rights of students, suggests that the state's legal 
interest is to ensure that every student gets an education rather than to 
exclude misbehaving students. (p. 156). 
Meek (2009) contends “that courts should not conflate the state's interests with a 
particular school's interests” suggesting, “courts look more critically at the nature 
of disciplinary methods and the alternative education meted out to students” (p. 
156).  This line of reasoning cautions us at a time when out-of-school 
suspensions have increasingly become the de facto means of addressing 
                                                
17 “Goss v. Lopez, 419 U.S. 565, 574 (1975). While the Supreme Court did not create 
an affirmative federal right to education, it recognized students’ “legitimate entitlement to a 
public education as a property interest which is protected by the Due Process Clause and 
which may not be taken away for misconduct without adherence to the minimum procedures 
required by that Clause.” Id. (NYCLU, 2011, p. 8). 
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behavioral and disciplinary issues, particularly at the middle and high school 
levels. 
 All participants described some negative feelings associated with their 
suspension experience, however they varied in intensity and were largely 
connected to the antecedent that precipitated the suspension. In general, the 
more serious the infraction (physical assault, threats, violence) the greater the 
gravity of negative impact perceived. For other participants who experienced 
“minor” offenses (excessive demerits, failure to attend detentions) the 
suspension consequence felt “unfair” and not commensurate to the infraction. 
Costenbader’s and Markson’s (1998) study revealed physical aggression was the 
most commonly reported reason for suspension in both the rural and urban 
settings included in their study. Physical aggression was the third precipitating 
behavior that was consequenced by suspension as reported by students in this 
study. This is interesting and might be accounted for within the charter school’s 
unyielding discipline policy that uses detentions and demerits to shape behavior, 
often leading to a higher number of suspensions. 
 Losen and Skiba (2010; 2014) cite the Skiba et al. (2002) review of racial 
and gender disparities in school punishments in an urban setting, which found 
that compared to African American students, White students were referred to the 
office significantly more frequently for offenses that appear more capable of 
objective documentation (smoking, vandalism, leaving without permission, and 
obscene language). African-American students, however, were referred more 
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often for disrespect, excessive noise, threat, and loitering - behaviors that would 
seem to require more subjective judgment on the part of the referring agent (pp. 
10-11). These non-safety threatening behaviors comprise the bulk of infractions 
where racial differences are documented (Losen & Skiba, 2010). This study 
corroborates Losen’s and Skiba’s (2010; 2014) studies with regard to the non-
safety threatening behaviors, which comprise the bulk of infractions at this 
charter school. However, this school enrolls less than 2 percent of a White 
student body, and there were no White participants in the current study. 
 Another study that illustrates the high percentage of suspensions for 
minor, non-safety threatening offenses is The Massachusetts Appleseed Center 
for Law and Justice (2012) study that reported that during the 2009 – 2010 
school year in Massachusetts, “of the 60,610 incidents resulting in school 
exclusion, more than one-half (52 percent, or more than 31,000) were for non-
violent, non-serious “unassigned” offenses.” The School Safety Discipline Report 
(SSDR) on the Massachusetts Department of Education website categorizes 18 
different types of offenses, which school districts report on each academic year 
starting with the 2013 – 2014 school year. Table 6 illustrates the report for the 
charter school in this study. Two main findings are notable. First, the out-of-
school suspensions issued were predominantly for category number 18, Non-
drug, non-violent, or non-criminal-related offenses as noted in the parentheses. 
This correlates with the participants’ descriptions of their suspension experiences 
for minor infractions, and with the data that demonstrated failure to attend 
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detentions and excessive demerits topped the list of offenses that precipitated 
their suspensions. Second, there is a significant decrease in the use of out of 
school suspension from 2013 to 2015. During the 2014 – 2015 school year when 
this study transpired, the charter school instituted an in-school suspension 
process, which resulted in 5.5 percent of students who would otherwise likely be 
suspended out of school, being disciplined while in school. This steady decrease 
in the frequency of suspending students out of school correlates with some 
participants’ description of a “more tolerant [staff] this year.” One participant 
reminisced about the former school year pointing out the inequity of serving a 
day of out-of-school suspension after skipping her detention, noting she felt 
policies changed during the present school year and suggested “I feel like they 
realized it, too.”  
Table 6  Suspension Rates at Charter School in Study, 2013 – 2015 
 
Suspension  % in 2013 % in 2014 % in 2015 
OSS 40.9 (38.7) 32.9 (27.1) 18.8 (13.7) 
In-school 0 0 5.5 
 
   
 Enacting a fair and effective discipline policy is essential to “preserving 
decorum” and “developing character” (Kajs, 2006; Findlay, 2008).  Defining the 
intersection of safety and fairness proves challenging as the literature illustrates. 
School discipline policies are meant to demonstrate the values of safety and 
maintaining the integrity of the learning environment, with overall equity and 
fairness transcending each school’s culture.  The rules outlined in a school’s 
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discipline policy, ideally, provide a clear guide reflecting institutional values, and 
their realization contributes largely to the norms within each school. 
 There is new corroborating evidence that mirrors what participant data 
revealed about teacher-dependent reactions and relationships, illustrating how 
discipline consequences were unevenly issued. A 2015 comprehensive study of 
federal data by elementary and secondary schools that combines all out-of-
school suspensions to calculate comparative suspension rates for every district 
in the nation, presented new research showing that “higher suspension rates are 
closely correlated with higher dropout and delinquency rates, and that they have 
tremendous economic costs for the suspended students (Marchbanks, 2015), as 
well as for society as a whole” (Losen, et al., 2015, p.4).  One of the most salient 
extractions from the study is their conclusion based on the data, which 
recognizes that although state policies can have an influence on suspension 
rates, “the biggest difference is in how school and district administrators 
approach and implement discipline policy.” (Losen, et al., 2015, p.4).  The 
discrepant reactions to student infractions and the consequences that are issued 
to them remain a concern of the participants in this study, at both the 
administrative and teacher level. 
 The immediate effects of the exclusion reported by participants in this 
study who experienced multiple suspensions (limited or no due process of 
mitigating factors) were consistent with literature on student voice, which 
highlights positive outcomes of listening to students’ perspectives in school 
  
129 
settings (Noguera, 2007). Noguera (2007) presented findings from a study of 
150, tenth-grade students attending ten Boston public high schools, using data 
obtained from surveys and interviews with the students to illuminate how student 
perspectives on their school experiences can be used to strengthen reform 
efforts (not specifically around suspension). Noguera’s (2007) goal was to 
demonstrate “that the solutions to some of the problems confronting our nation’s 
high schools may not be as out of reach as they have seemed, particularly if we 
have the wisdom and courage to listen to those who bear the brunt of our 
schools’ failures” (p. 206). 
 Participants’ views that suspension for minor offenses is unfair, and the 
data in this study reveal minor offenses are the most frequent antecedents to 
school suspension at this charter school. In Massachusetts, An Act Relative to 
Student Access to Educational Services and Exclusion from School, was passed 
by the Legislature and signed into law by Governor Deval Patrick on August 6, 
2012 (referred to as Chapter 222 of the Acts of 2012). The new law adds 
procedural and reporting requirements for student suspensions aimed at 
maintaining learning while on suspension. In July of 2014, this Act became 
effective. Its notable changes include the requirement for school districts and 
charter schools to ensure that students who have been excluded from school for 
disciplinary reasons have the opportunity to make academic progress during the 
period of their exclusion (Chester, 2012). This is a positive step forward. 
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However, the students in this study described the impact of missing classroom 
instruction due to school exclusion and its effect on them falling behind.   
Contextual consequences 
 The adolescent experience of out-of-school suspension presented as a 
disruption to the daily routine for participants, which compels one to face 
consequences in a variety of contexts: home, school, and the student’s future. 
Often participants were looking to others for assistance in navigating the 
experience. Considerable research links out-of-school suspension to negative 
effects in various contexts including school, home, and life outcomes. 
Suspensions, especially out of school, present serious impediments to learning, 
and empirical evidence reveals that repeat offenders have a significantly higher 
risk for dropping out of school, lower academic achievement, experience of 
poorer school climate, and contact with the juvenile justice system (Delisio, 2007; 
MacMillan and Hagan, 2004; Peterson, 2005; Skiba & Rausch, 2006). There may 
be confounding reasons, in addition to suspension, that contribute to these 
negative effects (poverty, family hardships) for students. 
 Adolescence is a time of internal (emotional, hormonal) and external 
(social environments) disruption. Participants in this study described a range of 
emotions “angry,” “sad,” “regret,” and many social conflicts related to suspension. 
In adolescence obligations and responsibilities of the self result from the 
expectations of significant others in various important roles in their lives. In the 
school context, participants described how it involves demands and expectations 
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from teachers (class expectations and rules), administrators (the charter school 
ethos, discipline code, college goal), peers (social capital), and parents 
(academic achievement, attendance). Participants struggled with one or more of 
those contexts leading to suspension. 
 These participant experiences are consistent with Noguera’s (2001) 
research on the need for systems to support social capital in schools. Noguera 
(2001) argues that investment in social capital is what will promote school safety 
and build a trusting school culture.  In urging policy makers to rethink zero 
tolerance, Noguera (2001) asserts that re-focusing on a school’s culture, 
specifically relations between teachers and students, in building a strong sense 
of community, will reduce problematic behavior and subsequent need for 
suspensions.  He contends that “safety is the natural by-product of social 
relationships premised on respect and responsibility” (Noguera, 2001, p. 206) 
achieved through the development of social capital.    
Signs of self-awareness, reflection, and growth (Changes over time)  
 Both awareness and ambivalence emerged as common themes in the 
maturation process of participants with regard to behavior change. At some point 
in high school every participant experienced a growing awareness or awakening 
in which unquestioned beliefs were discovered. For some it was fairly immediate 
and for others it took months or years. These experiences usually occurred in 
conjunction with feelings of shame, “regret,” “disappointment,” and “remorse.” 
Several participants made an internal attribution for the cause of their suspension 
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(taking ownership for the acting out behaviors), which demonstrated growth and 
maturity over time. Reflections included, “It’s my fault.” “It’s all on me to change 
myself.” Participants reported that as younger students they weren’t future-
oriented and lived for the moment, yet shared growth over time. Many 
participants were unaware of the impact their behavior was having on others in 
school, with only one student who reflected how his behavior impacted others in 
his class and that was only after further questioning by the interviewer. With 
increased maturation the participants’ experienced ongoing self-reflection and 
ownership of disrespectful behaviors, often continuous from freshman to future 
years in school. This spectrum of awareness and commitment to change is 
reflective of a common model often used in studies of treatment of addictive or 
problem behaviors, the Stages of Change or Transtheoretical Model (Prochaska 
& Velicer, 1997). It provides a framework for explaining six identifiable stages of 
progress through behavior changes for individuals, which is useful to some 
extent to begin to think about appropriate interventions for participants. The 
following stages are used to define how behavioral change is thought to occur: 
Pre-contemplation (no wish to change/no recognition of a problem), 
contemplation (intention to change problem behavior within the next 6 months), 
preparation (intention to take immediate action, usually measured as within the 
next month), action (characterized by specific, overt modifications within the past 
6 months), maintenance (relapse prevention), and termination (change process 
is complete/no further need to prevent relapse) (Casey, Day, & Howells, 2005).  
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  Behavior change for participants is not an all-or-nothing experience 
rather, there is a recursive nature to the change process where participants may 
move forward and cycle back to a stage before fully realizing a complete change 
in behavior over time, as described by participants who had multiple suspensions 
over years in high school.   
 Various social contexts and interactions during adolescence provided 
environments that supported a transition from focusing on self to focusing on self 
in relation to others. This more expansive thinking enabled participants to 
consider multiple perspectives and broaden their worldview (as illustrated in 
Chapter Four). In doing so, participants experienced a decrease in repeated 
suspensions and an increase in their connectedness to adults at school. 
 As they reflected and became more self-aware over time, participants 
wrestled with conflict between their thought processes and their actions. 
Participant ambivalence surfaced frequently as they tried to reconcile their 
behavior choices that led to suspension, with their clarity of thinking when not in 
the moment, “I always say like I’m going to change but I never do it.” Over time, 
participants reflected and increased self-awareness with varying degrees of 
behavior change, and in varying timeframes. Ewing, Apodaca, and Gaume 
(2016) in studying adolescent addiction describe this concept stating, 
“Ambivalence represents a client’s experience of simultaneously feeling two 
ways about changing one’s behavior; for example, concurrently wanting to make 
a change while also feeling reticent to do so. Concretely, within clinical 
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exchanges and MI [Motivational Interviewing] theory, ambivalence is 
subsequently operationalized as client expressions in favor of change (change 
talk), which often co-occur with client expressions in favor of staying the same 
(sustain talk)(p.1). They argue that it this very absence of ambivalence, which 
may occur for youth … that operates against the likelihood of behavior change, 
and that therapists measure their degree of success helping their clients move 
through ambivalence by observing clients’ increased incidence of ‘change talk’ 
and decreased ‘sustain talk.’ This translates in schools to having more positive 
influential relationships among and between staff members and students 
(mentors, counselors, advisors, teachers) to encourage and support this ‘change 
talk,’ which participants in this current study described in many instances. 
 Similarly, a recent study of National Survey of Parents and Youth 
(N=1,604), Hohman et al. (2014) assessed the moderating effects of attitudinal 
ambivalence on adolescent marijuana use using hierarchical multiple regression 
models. Their results suggest that “ambivalence moderated the association of 
friend norms and subsequent adolescent marijuana use: friend norms were 
better predictors of marijuana intentions and subsequent use when adolescents 
were attitudinally ambivalent about marijuana use” (p. 65). Moreover, “these 
results suggest that preventative programs that affect the certainty with which 
adolescents hold pro- or anti-marijuana attitudes may influence the likelihood of 
their resistance to, initiation, or continuance of marijuana use” (p. 65). Hohman’s 
et al. (2014) study on adolescent ambivalence with marijuana use is consistent 
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with both Ewing, Apodaca, and Gaume’s (2016) adolescent addiction results and 
with many of the experiences described by participants in the current OSS study. 
This evidence suggests that preventative programming (mentors, school 
counseling, etc.) may influence ambivalent participants and increase their 
“change talk” into changed behaviors resulting in decreased disciplinary 
infractions resulting in suspension.   
5.3 Implication for Action 
 The results of these interviews revealed several important and useful 
findings. These data concur that it is essential for participants to feel connected 
(Spencer, 2002; Wheelock, 2008) to teachers who care about their welfare 
beyond the academic realm. The study generated insight into contemporary 
perceptions of the adolescent OSS experience, which ought to be used to: (1) 
inform school discipline policy and decision-making, (2) improve existing 
protocols and practices, (3) evaluate intended and unintended outcomes, and (4) 
provide implications for further research on intervention or prevention. Some 
implications for action based on the participants’ lived experience of OSS 
include:    
§ Design explicit opportunities for mentorship. To help reconcile participants’ 
ambivalence of thoughts and actions, preventative programming that 
includes opportunities to discuss and support participants “change talk” 
with mentors of any sort, might encourage changed behavior. In the 
Costenbader and Markson (1998) quantitative suspension study, students 
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in the externally suspended subsample endorsed the response options 
“giving me someone to talk to about problems with my friends” and “giving 
me someone to talk to about problems at home” significantly more often 
than did students in the internally suspended group. This is consistent with 
the current study. 
§ Evaluate intended and unintended outcomes. The participants’ 
perspectives (beliefs and attitudes) provide one measure of the 
effectiveness of out-of-school suspension. Examining the school’s climate 
to determine what is supporting desired student behaviors and what is not 
would provide a broader measure of the effectiveness of the discipline 
policy and practices. Participants described some experiences of 
discrepant reactions to student infractions and the consequences that are 
issued to them at both the administrative and teacher level in schools. The 
implication is that review of enacted discipline policies and procedures 
include assessment of present practices and policies, school-based 
autonomy in discipline/school culture policy development and practices 
(aligned with district goals and in light of demographics), and 
accountability measures for data collection, analysis, and evaluation. 
Losen (2015) recommends that school administrators should ensure that 
disaggregated discipline data (including cross-sectional data) are used 
internally as part of their routine evaluation of learning conditions, and 
when implementing and evaluating reforms. 
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§ Use Evidence-Based Alternatives. Evidence-based alternatives to 
traditional exclusionary practices are emerging and many districts now use 
these alternatives. Schools and students might benefit from implementing 
alternate forms of both prevention and intervention such as social-
emotional learning, restorative justice practices, or positive behavioral 
intervention and supports (PBIS).  The evidence-based SEL interventions 
hold promise for strengthening a school’s culture, building social emotional 
capacity in students and staff, and decreasing both bullying incidents and 
disciplinary infractions (reducing out-of-school suspensions). In an effort to 
rethink zero tolerance discipline policies and practice, schools could re-
focus on school cultures, specifically relations between teachers and 
students, in building a strong sense of community. In general, they 
address disruptive behavior while intervening and using school wide 
culture and climate enhancements targeted for all students. This 
recommendation is supported by research findings suggesting that a 
comprehensive approach of combining prevention and intervention 
models sometimes called an “early response model of school discipline” 
(Skiba & Peterson, 2000, p. 341), proves highly effective in curbing 
problem behavior and school violence.  Components include: conflict 
resolution or social instruction, classroom strategies for disruptive 
behavior, increased parent involvement, systematic early warning sign 
indicators and screening, data systems, crisis or security planning, school 
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wide discipline and behavioral planning, and functional assessment with 
individual behavior plans (Skiba & Peterson, 2000). Turning a focus to 
effective classroom management strategies and instruction that engage 
students resulting in decreased behavioral issues--particularly from the 
special education arena--will likely establish a more school wide positive 
behavior support system (SWPBS; Sugai & Horner, 2007). “Educators 
need adequate training to ensure that they can fulfill their legal and 
professional responsibility to avoid unjustifiable use of disciplinary 
exclusion. This includes providing access to information and training on 
implementing practical alternative strategies. All schools must be given the 
capacity and skills to provide effective behavioral supports for students 
who need help to stay in school and to be successful academically and 
socially. (Losen, 2015, p. 32). 
§ Listen to and be heard. One of the strongest themes that emerged from 
this study was a desire to strengthen relationships with adults (teachers, 
administrators, counselors) through increased positive interactions. By 
harnessing those existing relationships at a school, staff members with a 
record of connecting well with students and providing extra supports 
where needed could serve as peer coaches and help design effective 
professional development to support other teachers.  Strengthening 
students’ “relational self” through connection, empathy, and effective 
school discipline policies is an implication of this research. This study of 
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19 adolescent participants illustrated that teachers’ attitudes and 
interactions affect student behavior in school in supportive or negative 
ways through guiding positive behavior or by exacerbating negative 
behavior. In particular, feelings of caring and respect enhanced the 
student-teacher relationship. The influence and expectations a teacher 
has, and the difference she or he can make in the life of a child, is 
immense and lasting 
§ Increase the explicit instruction of social-emotional wellness. Participants 
with multiple suspensions described difficulty negotiating relationships, 
solving conflicts peacefully, and feeling good about themselves at times.  
Social emotional learning is “the process through which people learn to 
recognize and manage emotions, care about others, make good 
decisions, behave ethically and responsibly, develop positive 
relationships, and avoid negative behaviors” (Fredericks, 2003, p. 4).  It is 
an explicit strategy to engage students in thinking about what the ‘other’ 
person is thinking and is a pathway to build empathy and perspective 
taking. By explicitly teaching students in seminars or advisories across K–
12 education about growth mindset (Carol Dweck), grit, resiliency, self-
control (Angela Duckworth), and goal-setting (Caraway et al., 2003; 
Noguera, 2001), particularly for those repeat offender participants who 
reported ambivalent thoughts and attitudes around changing their self-
destructive behaviors, schools would expand students’ social-emotional 
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toolkit.  
§ Develop a Response to Intervention (RTI) program for behavior. Equity 
emerged as a core structural theme whereby participants serving only one 
or two suspensions for minor offenses (skipping detentions for dress code 
violations, excessive demerits) believed that the consequence was not 
commensurate with their infraction. Whereas, other participants who were 
suspended for major offenses (physical aggression, threats) mostly made 
an internal attribution for the cause of their suspension. Yet, both groups 
were suspended. In schools with an RTI framework, there is a three-tiered 
system of intervention to support positive student behavior, which 
ultimately decreases negative behavior resulting in suspensions, and 
yields increased academic achievement. The bottom tier are expectations, 
interventions, and strategies for the majority of students, the middle tier for 
a small percentage who may need additional supports or functional 
behavior assessments, and the top tier for the 2-3 percent of students who 
require one-on-one programming. Likewise, in an RTI model the issuance 
of disciplinary actions has a range of options, suspension being only one 
of them. Using a Stages of Change Model (Prochaska & Velicer, 1997) 
might enable schools to tailor interventions more effectively at each tier 
whereby school resources (psychologist, Board Certified Behavior Analyst 
(BCBA), mentors, guidance counselors, assessments, consequences) 
could be matched to the level of student need.  
  
141 
§ Practice due process and increase parental involvement. Participants who 
served numerous suspensions described how at times, the adults in the 
school exercised limited and sporadic consideration of their mitigating 
circumstances (no informal due process and/or no parent follow through).  
Adding both of these components with consistency would likely improve 
the experience for students and modify behavior that was the intention of 
the suspension in the first place.  Debriefing in this manner is a primary 
step toward helping students change behaviors, accept appropriate 
(growth-oriented) consequences, and carry out restitution within the big 
picture of learning from minor mistakes and modifying behavior. Parent 
partnership and involvement with school staff is necessary to start to shift 
the external influences, like supporting disciplinary consequences or 
providing a quiet space for study when not in school.  Also, stronger 
relationships at home breed stronger relationships in school with adults as 
students learn to trust. 
5.4 Limitations of the Study 
 The findings were drawn from retrospective one-time accounts of the 
adolescents’ experiences with one or more of their past out-of-school 
suspensions. These participants’ reflections are of varying distance from the 
incidents and not necessarily immediately following them, which may weaken 
their memory and associated feelings. Any gaze is always filtered through the 
lens of language, gender, social class, race, and ethnicity. Subjects or individuals 
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are seldom able to give full explanations of their actions or intentions; all they can 
offer are accounts, or stories, about what they did and why (Denzin & Lincoln, 
1998, p. 12). To counter this phenomenon, the researcher used a line of 
questioning to relocate participant memories to the specific time periods and 
incidents, and reiterate in the analysis that the data is purely the student’s 
perspective on past experiences with suspension, using hindsight.  
 Another limitation is selection bias inherent in personal recruitment by the 
principal, even in attempting a stratified random sampling.  Thus, this interview 
method is meant to provide a range of experiences of individuals, not to 
generalize about other populations of suspended students. The qualitative nature 
of this study it is not intended to infer a normal distribution within that population. 
In interviews there may be a reactivity threat to validity.  This is where the 
influence of the researcher on the individuals being studied effects or changes 
their behavior. Intentionally creating an atmosphere of comfort and trust in the 
process at the onset of individual interviews was a strategy used to reduce this 
threat. In addition, as a participant, the researcher was aware of personal biases 
(“bracketing” them) so as not to lead the students in any way during the interview 
by influencing their responses. The researcher suspended any overt judgment 
with follow-up line of questioning, reserving such for clarifying or elaborating 
where needed.  
 The nature of a doctoral study where data are coded or themed by the 
principal researcher and the analysis discussed with a dissertation chair can limit 
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the study by having only two perspectives. Contrastingly, a panel of experts 
might expand upon and develop these data using a multiple-perspective lens. 
 The geographic location limits this study to one urban charter public 
school, which has a high out-of-school suspension rate. The ethos (no excuse 
philosophy) and discipline policies of this school have consequences, which 
result in increased usage of external suspension. Thus, more minor infractions 
result in out-of-school suspension. 
 Finally, in the advanced stages of analysis, the researcher inferred student 
attitudes and opinions from what respondents said were their beliefs and 
feelings.  Any individual may hide his/her real opinions and instead respond in 
what s/he feels is the more sociably acceptable manner. And, the study is 
qualitative and limited by subjective respondents with no objective assessment.  
5.5 Areas for Future Research 
 This study extends prior literature in important ways. Current results 
confirm that exclusion effects social capital in school and the alienation of 
participants from the educational experience during their suspension. Additional 
mixed method studies focused on the academic performance of this group of 
students should be conducted.  Such studies may demonstrate the precise 
impact that time out of school due to suspension has on academic achievement. 
 Given this study was at one high school with 19 participants, their 
experience cannot be generalized. Further research is needed to expand to a 
broader base of students to examine race and socioeconomic factors for 
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differences in student suspension experiences. 
 Further research is needed to determine if out-of-school suspension 
actually works better in suburban settings where schools presumably have the 
added benefits of a closer community watch, more parents at home, and higher 
educational attainment level of parents, where suspended students might learn 
more from the suspension given those supports and an added academic 
component. Moreover, Gregory et al. (2010) questions, “Can gap-reducing 
interventions draw on universal approaches, or do they need targeted, culturally 
specific approaches that respond to the students’ cultural and socio-economic 
contexts?” pointing out the reality that, “effectively addressing these questions 
poses a serious challenge to researchers, as it necessarily involves attention to 
the complex, politically charged, and often personally threatening topic of race” 
(p. 64).  
Additional research on how teacher expectations impact students’ 
academic and behavioral efficacy, and the association between teacher 
expectations and student engagement would be useful in beginning to pinpoint 
possible remedies to building better relationships. 
Using a case study model to follow a cadre of individual students over 
time (perhaps two years) might reveal more specific effects of school exclusion 
from suspension, which some participants described in general (from freshman 
to junior year). Attrition is an issue for some charter schools where out-of-school 
suspension is frequently used, whereby students return to the traditional public 
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schools, or drop out of school altogether. This might be illustrated through such 
case studies. 
Casual review of the results did not suggest any gender differences 
however, it could be explored in future research as it wasn’t directly examined in 
this phenomenological qualitative study. 
5.6 Concluding Remarks 
 The goal of this study was to build upon existing knowledge of the largely 
quantitative bank of research on suspension by studying the lived experience 
from the voices of those affected. The findings will likely contribute to the growing 
scholarship on school suspension, particularly around the essential importance of 
building supportive and trusting relationships between students and staff 
members in schools. This is important because despite school reform efforts over 
the past few decades, a discipline gap still exists and overrepresentation of 
minority groups, students with disabilities, and males remains significant 
(American Psychological Association, 2008; Skiba, 2008; U.S. Department of 
Education, Office for Civil Rights, 2014). To close the achievement gap, we must 
address the discipline gap with research-based effective social-emotional 
wellness programming and school cultures based on relationship-building. 
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Appendix A – Informed Consent Letter 
 
Informed Consent Form for Parents/Guardians 
 
Topic: Research Study on students’ perception of discipline that includes Out-of-
School Suspension 
Principal Investigator: Theresa McGuinness, Graduate Student at Boston 
University 
Subject Population: High School students who have experienced school 
discipline policies that resulted in an out-of-school suspension 
Date: March 2015 – June 2015 
 
 
Dear Parent/Guardian:  
 
I’m writing to tell you about a research study I am doing at City on a Hill Charter 
School this spring. With approval from Principal Cristin Lynn Berry, I am 
studying school suspension and discipline to gain a better understanding at this 
highly academically successful charter school. I am writing to ask whether your 
child may participate in this important research study. 
 
Is participation voluntary?  
Participation in our study of the experience of adolescents with out-of-school 
suspension is completely voluntary. If you agree to allow your child to participate 
in this study, you will give me permission to: (1) Audio-tape an interview with your 
child asking questions about their suspension experience (like what did s/he get 
suspended for, how long, relationship and engagement with school, ideas for 
future interventions, etc.), and (2) To allow me to review school discipline, 
attendance, demographic, special education, and academic records of your child 
as they relate to their suspension experience to be studied by myself.  
 
Are the students’ results confidential?  
All of the interview notes are confidential and will not be viewed by 
teachers at the school. Your child’s identity will never be revealed to 
anyone other than me. To ensure confidentiality, your child’s name will never be 
used in any way. Information about each student will be tracked by a code 
number or alias that will be known only to me. In addition, the interview notes and 
audio-taped recordings will be kept in locked files in my secure, password-
protected computer with no identifying information of participants. 
 
How will the findings be used?  
The findings from this study will be used to better understand the suspended 
students’ perspective and may be used to improve school discipline policies in 
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the future, with hopes of keeping students in school until graduation. The results 
will be analyzed and written in my dissertation at Boston University. The 
anonymous results of this study may be presented at professional meetings or in 
published articles. However, the student’s name will never be used and no one 
will know his/her identity. 
 
What if I have questions?  
If you have questions, please contact Principal Cristin Lynn Berry, or Theresa 
McGuinness at tbm@bu.edu , or my Boston University faculty advisor, Dr. Kim 
Howard using her email address: khoward@bu.edu or calling 617-353-3378 
 
 
Thank you so much for considering helping us study and improve school 
discipline procedures through learning from your child’s suspension 
experience. 
 
Sincerely,      
Theresa McGuinness - Doctoral Student at Boston University   
 
 
PLEASE SIGN THE NEXT PAGE & RETURN IT TO City on a Hill WITH YOUR 
CHILD.  
Many thanks 
 
Please sign below after reading: 
 
I have read the above description of the out-of-school suspension study at City 
on a Hill.  I give Theresa McGuinness permission to include my child in this study 
through an interview and review of school records. 
 
 
(Parent/Guardian Signature)       Date 
 
 
(Parent/Guardian Printed Name)       Date 
 
(Keep the first page for your information, and kindly have your child return this 
signed page. Thanks) 
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Appendix B – Student Interview Guide 
Sample Interview Guide  
 
§ This form (place Assent Form in front of student) provides details of this 
research study about out-of-school suspension, and your role as a student 
volunteer. This is similar to the consent form your parents discussed with you 
and signed. Please take a moment to read it and sign the bottom, meaning that 
you agree to be in this study.  
§ We can begin now if you are ready, and you can let me know at any time if you 
want to stop. 
Part I: General Personal Background  
Introduction:  Let’s get started. It is so nice to meet you. I’ve enjoyed visiting City on a 
Hill and today is special because I get to talk with you. My interest is learning from your 
thoughts, feelings, and overall experience of being suspended from school.  
***To start, it would be great to know a little about you so please tell me the 2-3 
minute story of you… For example, your age/grade, family, likes and dislikes, or 
something special about you… 
Part II: Specific to the Focus of Student Suspension Experience 
1. Please describe for me your experience of being suspended from school.  
For example: How many times, what for, how did you feel? 
Adults aim to design schools rules to make schools safe and fair to support learning.   
2. How does being suspended affect your experience in school? 
3. Could you describe how you feel when you are at home during a suspension? 
4. How about when you return the day after the suspension? 
5. Are there any situations that you find yourself in, or recurrent feelings that may 
contribute to behaviors that lead you to break school rules? 
6. Do you think teachers’ view you differently than other students who do not get 
suspended? If yes, how so? 
7. What does your parent/guardian say or think about you being suspended?   
Part III: Specific to the Topic of Relationships at School 
I’d really like to learn about your relationships at school.   
8. Can you describe one or two of your favorite teachers, telling me specifics about 
what you like? Now, can you tell me about one or two teachers who are your 
least favorite with specifics about why? 
9. Similarly, in thinking about features of classmates or friends you trust in school, 
what about them allows for that trust?  In contrast, what features are common in 
classmates you don’t like or trust? 
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10. What are teachers’ expectations of you academically?  How about behaviorally? 
(Ask clarifying questions as needed…) 
Part III: Student Thoughts (Open-ended)  
11. Are there any supports or interventions that you feel have helped you with your 
schoolwork?  
12. Are there any supports or interventions that you feel have helped you with your 
social relationships? (Helped you to modify behavior or stay out of trouble) 
13. If you could change the discipline process here at school, what specifically would 
you recommend? 
14. Is there anything else that you’d like to share with me that might be helpful to 
know in terms of school changes or suspension? 
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Appendix C – Student Assent Form 
 
“Assent to Participate in a Research Study” 
 
 
Student’s Name: _______________________________________________________ 
 
Date/Grade/Age:________________________________________________________ 
 
 
1. Theresa McGuinness is doing a research study about what it is like to be 
suspended from school. Theresa would like to know your thoughts and 
feelings about your out-of-school suspension experience, and how it 
affected your relationship to school. 
 
2. If you agree to be in this study, you will be asked several questions about 
your suspension experience, school relationships, and your ideas about 
school discipline.  
 
3. Things that happen to students in research studies that make them feel 
good are called “benefits”; those that make them feel bad are called 
“risks.” Benefits include feeling good about sharing your experience 
around suspension, and about contributing to improving future discipline 
policies. Risks are that you may feel sad, uncomfortable, or angry while 
recalling the experience. Not all, or none of these things can happen, or 
things the researcher doesn’t know about yet, however, those are a few 
benefits and risks to consider.  
 
4. We will do everything possible to keep your information private and use 
“fake” names to keep your name confidential. The main risk of allowing us 
to use and store your information for research is a potential loss of 
privacy.  We will protect your privacy by labeling your information with a 
code and keeping the key to the code in a password-protected computer. 
 
5. The ‘payment’ for participating in this research study is a $15 gift card to 
Dunkin Donuts. 
 
6. Your parents have signed a parent consent form allowing you to be in this 
study, however, you do not have to be in this study and you may stop at 
any time. 
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7. You can ask any questions that you have about this study. If you have a 
question later, please write it down and give it to Principal Berry who will 
share it with me. 
 
8. Signing your name below means that you agree to be in this study. 
 
Thank you, 
 
 
Theresa McGuinness at tbm@bu.edu 
 
 
 
Yes, I agree to be in this research study 
 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
Student Signature/Date 
 
 
 
___Theresa McGuinness ___________________________________________ 
Name of Researcher/Person obtaining assent     Date 
 
 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
Signature of Researcher/Person obtaining assent    Date 
 
 
Routing of signed copies of the assent form: 
 
1. Copy to the student 
2. Copy to the parent/legal guardian 
3. Copy to Principal Berry or Dr. Hays 
4. Researcher’s files (original) 
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Appendix D – Individual Textural Descriptions for Participant 1 
 In the two years Student 1 attended high school, he reported being 
suspended nine times (seven in his freshman year and two as a sophomore), for 
swearing, skipping detention, and horseplay. He describes feeling “bad” “dumb” 
“not a good feeling” “bored at home” and that the experience is “scary”. He said 
humor (“I do it for the people. I think it’s funny. I was just doing it for the laughs.”), 
and getting “aggravated with some of the teachers” are reasons why he gets 
suspended. 
 Student 1 spoke of relationships with peers and adults (teachers, 
counselor, administrator) as either positive or negative, respectful or lacking 
respect. For example, teachers that “don’t judge”, help him when he gets 
“aggravated” by “telling me to go drink at water breaks, counselor’s office” and 
“help me more, give me more advice on what to do” were viewed as respectful. 
Others that “talk about me during the meetings” “were all rude to me” he 
perceived as disrespectful. The impact of him getting suspended on his mom 
bothered him because she had to miss some work to go to the school. 
Commenting on his decrease in suspensions this present school year and the 
affect on his mom, Student 1 said, “She has been happy about me not swearing, 
like angering down at those teachers. I’m also happy about that.” 
 During the interview, he mentioned a few times that adults should only 
suspend students for serious consequences, not for skipping detention and 
offered a way to change the suspension process. He said, “They could do a 
meeting with me, the teacher, and an administrator, talk about if we have any 
problems with each other, what am I going to do to change better, what is the 
teacher going to do to change, and how we’re going to be calm through the year 
without swearing or being rude with each other.” He shared signs of self-
awareness and reflection stating, “I remembered from last year, all the things that 
happened to me last year. I didn’t want to repeat. And then last year it was like a 
habit.” Another time, “Last year I didn’t want to talk to nobody. Last year I was 
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more aggravated, this year it was different. There was a lot of different things 
happening to me last year. And I brought it from outside and inside. So I brought 
the outside anger to in here.” A third example of his reflection on what he learned 
from his suspension experience, “And I also talk to the teacher after class on 
what they, what I think they’ve done wrong or what I’ve done wrong.” 
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Appendix E – Individual Structural Descriptions for Participant 1 
 For Student 1, self in relation to others involves demands and 
expectations from teachers (class rules), administrators (the charter school 
ethos, rules, strict policies), and his mom, which he hasn’t always been able to 
manage well. His relationship with self (self-esteem) suffers as he acknowledged 
his behavior is “dumb” and feels stuck at times in a negative pattern. He 
experienced OSS as both unfair and detrimental to his academics. During the 
time at home, he is painfully aware of lost time in school reporting “losing a lot of 
learning time” that affects his ability to complete homework and understand the 
lessons he missed upon return. The structure of school, in particular, its familiar 
people and predictable schedule, was missed by Student 1 on days he stayed 
home as a result of his suspension. The customary ritual of going to school each 
weekday provided a basis for his relationships with the outcome being to attend 
college. He was concerned that suspension might negatively affect his “college 
record”. He felt strongly that often the suspension consequence was not 
commensurate to the infraction stating, “And I think they should like do 
something, suspend people for serious consequences, not like for skipping 
detention and stuff like that.”  
 Student 1 is intrinsically aware that circumstances outside school 
impacted his behavior in school last year, and that poor behaviors became a 
“habit” or pattern that was difficult to change. Similarly, he recognized that some 
teachers’ moods or behaviors were influenced by outside situations stating, “I 
want teachers to be respectful, respectful, mostly happy every day, not like all 
mad all day about something that happened to them, and just do what they have 
to do.” Student 1 feels disrespectful or unhelpful teachers are a catalyst for him to 
exude negative behaviors at times, which result in detentions leading to 
suspensions. The relationship with a teacher variable is central within his 
experience with the phenomenon of OSS. Student 1 believes that relationships 
are important in schools to be safe noting, “For a relationship it should be a safe 
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environment for every student.”  
 Overall, Student 1 is frustrated with his OSS experiences and the negative 
affect on schoolwork, the impact to his mother, resultant self-loathing, and 
inability to be heard by some adults at school who implement policy absent due 
process. However, he has become more self-aware and reflective, taking 
accountability for the actions or behaviors for which he was suspended, and is 
appreciative of those adults in school who respectfully support and advise him.  
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